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Abstract
Warren, Dustin Jordan. Ed.D. The University of Memphis. May, 2019. Academic
coaching in higher education: Exploring the experiences of academic coaches. Major Professor:
Dr. Donna Menke.
The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the experiences of academic coaches in
higher education. The theoretical framework for this study was Kolb’s model of experiential
learning, the experiential learning cycle, and Kedem’s six stage model of personal coaching.
There were four research questions that guided this study: (1) How do academic coaches
experience academic coaching sessions? (2) How does the relationship between coach and
student affect the academic coaching experience? (3) How does the relationship between coach
and supervisor affect the academic coaching experience? (4) How does being a graduate assistant
affect the academic coaching experience? The overarching question of this qualitative study was,
“What does it mean to be an academic coach?” Data were collected from six academic coaches
using individual interviews, a focus group, member checking, journaling, and field notes during
interviews. The study revealed three themes common to the academic coaching experiences of
the study participants: limited power, powerful relationships, and empowering preparation. In its
most basic description, being an academic coach means being involved in an ongoing power
struggle between limited power, powerful relationships, and empowering preparation for the
future. The presented themes, analysis, and discussion throughout this study expand this basic
description to paint a robust picture of what it means to be an academic coach.
Keywords: academic coaching, coaching, graduate assistant, higher education,
qualitative, graduate student
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Chapter 1
Introduction
In the late 1980s, life coaching became a known process in the business world (Hurd,
2002). Life coaching saw a boom due to the growth of the self-help industry, and took a firm
hold in the business world under the name of executive coaching. Over the ensuing years, life
coaching found its way into a variety of settings, except for namely schools, colleges, and
universities (Griffiths, 2005). The slow adoption of coaching in education was surprising due to
the educational nature of the practice. Eventually, life coaching found its way into the field of
higher education in the form of what came to be known as academic coaching. Bettinger and
Baker (2011) posit that coaching made its higher education debut in 2000, when InsideTrack
offered outsourced service options to institutions in search of methods to increase student
retention. Following the lead of the InsideTrack company, many colleges and universities began
forming their own coaching departments and offering coaching services to their students. As
institutions discovered they could successfully house coaching programs without the assistance
of an outside company, the academic coaching boom hit the higher education landscape.
Hundreds of colleges and universities now operate coaching programs that have a variety of
purposes ranging from helping first generation students transition to college to providing support
for high achieving students nearing graduation in specific academic majors (Robinson, 2015).
In addition to the various purposes of coaching, the frameworks or structures vary greatly
among institutions. Academic coaching programs can exist as large stand-alone units that serve
the entire student body, smaller units housed within academic departments, grant-funded
operations serving a specific population of students, and many other configurations (Barkley,
2010). In regards to personnel, a high-level administrator usually oversees a coaching program
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from a distance with a director placed as the immediate supervisor of day-to-day activities. Staff
is commonly comprised of two types of coaches: professionals and graduate assistants.
Professionals are full-time coaches employed by the university, whereas graduate assistants serve
in a part-time capacity to fulfill the requirements of their assistantship. The staffing structure
differs across institutions with all professionals, all graduate assistants, and a mix of both being
the staffing configurations (Robinson & Gahagan, 2010).
Background of the Problem
Due to the large and ever-increasing number of coaching programs at colleges and
universities, higher education may be approaching a tipping point in regards to the need to more
clearly define the practice of academic coaching. Traditionally, studies of student experiences
and outcomes have dominated the literature used to define academic coaching. For example,
institutions such as Chapman University marketed academic coaching as a tool that significantly
increased retention rates, which is clearly slanted toward a focus on student outcomes (Brahm,
2006). The focus on student outcomes could be related to the six-year graduation rate being at
57% for students in four-year institutions across the nation (Aud et al., 2011). Institutions and
students have the similar goal of students graduating, yet statistics show that only slightly more
than half of all students at four-year institutions graduate. Robinson (2015) conducted a national
survey on coaching programs that included finding the top reasons for institutions creating
coaching programs. The survey results indicated 55.6% of institutions created their coaching
program with the goal of increasing retention, and 37.5% of institutions created their coaching
program to work with academically deficient students (Robinson, 2015). As institutions
increasingly turn to academic coaching as a method for increasing retention and graduation rates,
perhaps the scope of study surrounding academic coaching needs to be expanded.
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Moving forward, it is pertinent to also explore the experiences of academic coaches to
provide a more comprehensive view of academic coaching. A gap in the literature exists in
regards to the role of academic coaches, their experiences, the coach-coachee relationship, and
the coach-supervisor relationship. Conducting research to fill this gap could begin to build the
needed evidence for a more holistic understanding of the practice of academic coaching. It is
necessary to go beyond the approach of simply examining the outcomes and experiences of
students involved in coaching, and begin to explore the experiences of the academic coaches as
well. If the goal of academic coaching is to increase student retention, then better understanding
the role of the academic coach in this process is an important piece of the puzzle.
Currently, there is a relatively small amount of empirical research on academic coaching
in higher education, with InsideTrack’s outsourced coaching program being the most widely
referenced research thus far (Bettinger & Baker, 2011). Upon reviewing the literature, much of
the existing research on academic coaching is geared towards the student experience and student
outcomes. The researcher had considerable difficulty finding studies focused on the experiences
of academic coaches, although coaches play a key role in the academic coaching process. This
gap in the literature could be problematic when trying to accurately describe academic coaching
in higher education.
Purpose Statement
The focus of this qualitative study was on the experiences of academic coaches within an
academic coaching program at a public metropolitan research university in the southern United
States. More specifically, the academic coaches were graduate students selected and trained to
carry out the duties of an academic coach to fulfill the requirements of their graduate
assistantships. Criterion and snowball sampling were used to select participants, as the researcher
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seeked recommendations for participants who met predetermined criteria in particular groups.
Through this blend of criterion and snowball sampling, there was an opportunity to garner
quality participants for the study.
Following a thorough review of the associated literature, a qualitative study of the
experiences of academic coaches was conducted. Individual semi-structured interviews, a focus
group, member checking, journaling, and field notes during interviews were implemented to
gather data about the experiences of academic coaches. This data was analyzed for key themes
that can contribute to the academic coaching literature by exhibiting the experiences of academic
coaches. The themes and associated analysis were then discussed in regards to existing literature.
Through analyzing and describing the collective experiences of the study participants, the
purpose of this study was to answer the question, “What does it mean to be an academic coach?”
Research Questions
The following research questions guided this phenomenological study to develop an
understanding of the experiences of academic coaches in higher education:
1. How do academic coaches experience academic coaching sessions?
2. How does the relationship between coach and student affect the academic coaching
experience?
3. How does the relationship between coach and supervisor affect the academic
coaching experience?
4. How does being a graduate assistant affect the academic coaching experience?
The research questions aided in answering the overarching question of this study which
was, “What does it mean to be an academic coach?”
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Potential Significance
As aforementioned, the overarching question of this qualitative study was, “What does it
mean to be an academic coach?” By examining the experiences of academic coaches through
semi-structured interviews, focus groups, member checking, journaling, and field notes during
interviews this question can be answered, thus contributing to the body of literature related to the
topic. By exploring the experiences of academic coaches, a by-product of this study could be that
it helps to provide a more holistic view of the practice of academic coaching. A more holistic
view could be beneficial, as 70.6% of institutions indicated their coaching program was
established between the years of 2010-2014(Robinson, 2015). This influx of new coaching
programs in a relatively young field could benefit from an enhanced holistic view of academic
coaching. An improved holistic view could provide greater guidance and clarity for these new
academic coaching programs as they work to establish themselves. An all-encompassing view of
the functions and nature of academic coaching could serve as an excellent resource for
universities as they launch and grow their coaching programs. The recent boom of new coaching
programs could create both a need for more research and a rich environment in which to conduct
research.
The participant feedback concerning the actions, emotions, communication, and other
intricacies of a coaching session from the perspective of the academic coach could serve to
provide a model of what an effective coaching session should entail. Similarly, participant
feedback could inform all facets of an academic coach’s experiences to contribute to the larger
body of research, which could serve as a template for how to train, supervise, and professionally
develop coaches in the future. As the role of an academic coach is better understood and
developed through research, institutions may be able to provide more evidence to explain how
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academic coaching functions and what the experience involves beyond just the student
perspective.
Additionally, the findings of the study could impact how resources are distributed across
campuses that receive state funding based on graduation and retention rates. Aud et al. (2011)
presented the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System figures that from 2003-2008,
states appropriated around $6.2 billion to institutions “to help pay for the education of students
who did not return for a second year” (p. 1). Influential publications, such as the U.S. News and
World Report, use a number of performance indicators to rank colleges and universities, with
retention and graduation rates being among those indicators (Burnsed, 2011). The ranking or
status that an institution receives in these types of publications can often play a role in increased
or decreased funding. In order to reduce financial waste, achieve retention goals, and maximize
potential funding, it is essential to learn more about effective student retention methods, such as
academic coaching. If proven effective over time, undoubtedly more resources will be dedicated
to academic coaching.
According to a study by Barnhart and LeMaster (2013), students participating in
coaching graduated at a higher rate and with a higher GPA than students not participating in
coaching. Grant-Vallone, Reid, Umali, and Pohlert (2004) indicated students who utilized
programs and support services including academic coaching exhibited higher levels of academic
adjustment and self-esteem, resulting in increased retention. McCoy et al. (2013) conducted a
study at West Chester University that showed students with disabilities participating in academic
coaching saw marked improvements in retention and graduation rates from 64% in 2003 to 84%
in 2007. If other studies show coaching is proven to positively impact retention and graduation
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rates, this could influence universities to create or dedicate additional funding to coaching
programs.
The findings of this study could exhibit the importance of, and methods for, properly
investing funds in the training and development of academic coaches within coaching programs.
Graduate assistants serving as academic coaches can be a cost effective option for universities
versus hiring full-time coaches who require salary and benefit packages. Graduate students,
similar to the participants in this study, could benefit from more dollars potentially being
invested in graduate assistant coaching positions. From the perspective of an institution, this
could mean investing funds to expand to more graduate assistant coaching positions serving
more students, or it could equate to more resources being invested in the same number of
coaches. While this may be a lofty scenario, it is certainly within the realm of possibility to
occur.
The potential significance to society at-large is that students completing their college
degree have been shown to benefit monetarily though earning higher wages, as well as living
longer and healthier lives (McMahon, 2009). Other positive factors of an increased number of
college graduates is that they contribute more tax dollars, show less reliance on public financial
assistance, are less likely to engage in criminal activity, and have higher philanthropic
participation rates (Baum, Ma, & Payea, 2013). In essence, it could be argued that one of the
most effective methods for improving society would be to improve the retention and graduation
rates of college students. Academic coaching is an emerging practice for positively impacting
college students’ retention and graduation rates. This study aims to fill a gap in the literature
related to academic coaching, which could potentially inform better practice in the future.

7

Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this study incorporated experiential learning theory and
Kedem’s (2006) six stage model of personal coaching. Experiential learning has been influenced
by many researchers over time, as Kolb, Boud and Walker, Schön, and Mezirow are some of the
key contributors to the body of literature. Boud and Walker (1991) focused on the contexts in
experiential learning. Schön’s (1983) work focused on reflective practice, which is also known
as learning attained through reflection on or in experience. Mezirow (1991) contributed to
experiential learning theory through the idea of transformative learning. Transformative learning
involves critical self-reflection, assessment of alternatives, negating an old perspective in favor
of a new one, and to take action with the new perspective by fitting it into the context of one’s
life (Mezirow, 1991). While each of the previously mentioned authors and their models of
experiential learning were considered, Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle was the main
theoretical model within experiential learning used in this study.
Kolb (1984) defines learning as “… the process whereby knowledge is created through
the transformation of experience” (p. 38). Kolb’s experiential learning cycle presents four stages
that a learner must live through or experience in order to learn: concrete experience, reflective
observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation (Merriam & Bierema, 2014).
Concrete experiences could be simulated for a learning situation or life experiences in the real
world. Following the concrete experience, the learner moves into reflective observation of the
experience. “The learner asks of the experience: What did I observe? What was I aware of? What
does this experience mean to me? How might this experience have been different?” (Fenwick,
2001, p. 11). Next, the learner progresses from reflective observation into abstract
conceptualization. Abstract conceptualization involves the discovery of general principles or
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rules at play, as well as what new understandings the experience may create on a personal,
social, or situational level (Fenwick, 2001). The final stage is active experimentation, in which
the learner adopts and tests out the new principles in similar and different situations to shape and
reshape new learning based on the results of experimentation. This experimentation could be
active or simply thinking through the potential application of the new rules (Fenwick, 2001). At
this point, the experiential learning cycle begins anew, as new concrete experiences result from
active experimentation.
Experiential learning theory was appropriate for this study that looks at the experiences
of graduate assistants who serve as academic coaches. The coaches have all had the concrete
experience of being academic coaches in higher education. Similarly, the coaches have all lived
the reflection, conceptualization, and active experimentation phases of academic coaching. The
experiences of each of the phases were examined through interviews, a focus group, member
checking, journaling, and field notes during interviews about the coaching experience.
Kedem (2006) created a six stage model for personal coaching to be used in a personalacademic coaching program in higher education. In the first stage, coach and coachee evaluate
the coachee’s needs and future desires or goals. In the second stage, current roadblocks, abilities,
necessary changes, and methods for change are determined. Upon establishing the future
paradigm, the coachee builds self-efficacy to the point that he or she is ready to put their methods
for change into action through a brave act (Ben-Yehuda, 2015). The brave act, taking the first
step of action, starts the change process and movement toward goal attainment. Newly realized
abilities are established, and the coach and coachee work together to fully integrate the new
paradigm (Ben-Yehuda, 2015). It is important to have a foundational coaching model as a lens
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through which to examine the experiences of the participants in this study, as it aids in narrowing
the focus of the study.
Definition of Terms
Listed below are definitions of key terms that were incorporated throughout this research
project.
-

Academic Coach (or “Coach”): The terms are used interchangeably throughout the
study. The terms describe a graduate student who is fulfilling the requirements of a
graduate assistantship by serving as a representative of the institution who meets one-onone with at-risk undergraduate students in coaching sessions focused on improving
students’ academic outcomes. Coaches in this study work twenty hours per week and
maintain a caseload of thirty-four to thirty-eight students.

-

Graduate Assistant (or Graduate Assistantship): The terms are used interchangeably
throughout the study. The terms describe a graduate student who is fulfilling the
requirements of a “graduate assistantship” agreement reached with the institution. The
graduate assistantship agreement requires the graduate student to serve as an academic
coach for twenty hours per week in exchange for a stipend or tuition assistance. Graduate
assistantship agreements, or contracts, are awarded on a semester-to-semester basis.

-

Academic Coaching (or “Coaching”): The terms are used interchangeably throughout the
study. The terms represent the process described by Bennett (2006) as coaches helping
students set and reach goals through improving focus, aiding with organization, and
offering support and resources.

-

Student (or “Coachee”): The terms are used interchangeably throughout the study. The
terms represent an at-risk undergraduate student participating in the academic coaching
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process by meeting and communicating with an academic coach to improve academic
outcomes.
-

At-risk: This term is used to describe a student who is not in academic good standing with
the institution due to earning a prior semester grade point average of less than 2.0.

-

Retention: This term is used to describe a student progressing from one academic
semester or year to the next.

Assumptions
The researcher assumed that participants answered questions honestly with careful
reflection of their lived experiences in academic coaching. Additionally, it was assumed that the
students being coached were at-risk academically and in need of support from an academic
coach. The researcher assumed that the academic coaching process has a curriculum that focused
on improving students educationally.
Limitations
This study is no different from other scholarly research in that it contained certain
limitations. Bogdan and Biklen (2003) posit that qualitative research is not always conducted to
be generalized to a larger population, and this study followed that belief. This research focused
on the experiences of academic coaches at a public metropolitan research university in the
southern United States with the intent of contributing to the body of literature related to
academic coaching in higher education. The study was limited to the academic coaches serving
undergraduate students at one southern public metropolitan university. Based on these factors,
the geographic and sample limitations were apparent. As a result, the findings of this study may
not necessarily be relevant to academic coaching programs or academic coaches at other
institutions, particularly those with dissimilar attributes.
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Delimitations
The study focused on the experiences of academic coaches at one institution due to
accessibility issues. Upon examining nearby institutions, a limited number of coaches were
accessible in the geographic location. The study did not intend to generalize the experiences of
academic coaches at other institutions. Additionally, the study did not intend to explore student
experiences or student outcomes related to academic coaching. Lastly, it was not the intent of
this study to determine the effectiveness of academic coaches.
Conclusion
Although currently limited in volume, data does point to coaching having a positive
impact on student success in higher education (Bettinger & Baker, 2011). While this study did
not aim to provide data related to coaching effectiveness, it did have the goal of contributing to
the body of research by providing qualitative findings of the experiences of academic coaches.
Perhaps gaining a better understanding of the experiences of academic coaches will inform
future research related to the effectiveness of academic coaches, students, and academic
coaching programs.
This first chapter presented the background of the problem, the purpose of the study,
research questions, and potential significance of the study. Additionally, the assumptions,
limitations, delimitations, definition of terms, and theoretical framework of the study were
discussed in Chapter One. Chapter Two will be a review of the associated literature. Chapter
Three will center on a discussion of the methodology incorporated to gather and analyze the
collected data. Chapter Four will communicate the findings of the study, and Chapter Five will
discuss the findings presented in Chapter Four.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
Research in the field of academic coaching in higher education has been conducted since
the early 2000s, which indicates an area of study that is still in the relatively early stages. This
literature review explores the historical development of academic coaching, the intricacies of
coaching, the academic coach, and the theoretical focus of the study.
The first section of the literature review outlines the historical development of academic
coaching in a chronological fashion from its theoretical beginnings to its present form in higher
education. The second section explores academic coaching in relation to its role in higher
education. The structure and purpose of academic coaching will be discussed, as well as what
differentiates coaching from other services such as counseling, mentoring, tutoring, and advising.
The third section of the literature review closely examines the academic coach. It explores the
skills and competencies a coach should exhibit, as well as the impact that coaches have on
coachees. The fourth section grounds the study theoretically from an experiential learning
perspective with a focus on how it relates to the area of academic coaching. The conclusion of
the literature review provides a brief summary, as well as identifies the gaps in need of being
addressed.
Historical Development of Academic Coaching
Theoretical Beginnings. Bettinger and Baker (2011) posit that coaching made its higher
education debut in 2000 in the form of academic coaching. However, looking beyond
postsecondary education leads to discovering much earlier roots for this phenomenon. A review
of the literature points to psychology and philosophy being at the heart of the development of the
coaching process. Some researchers believe coaching began to take form with ideas about self-
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development offered by ancient Greek philosophers such as Socrates (Nails, 2014). Perhaps a
point in time with more solid footing would be the late 1800s and the work of William James in
the field of psychological research. According to Goodman (2016), William James taught the
first American psychology course in 1875 and in 1890 penned his book, The Principles of
Psychology, which continues to influence the study of human phenomenon in modern times.
Similar to James’ work in America, Sigmund Freud was a key contributor to the psychology
field in Europe. While Freud’s psychoanalysis research is still relevant in modern times, he was
credited with playing a key role in the evolution of psychological identity, as well as initially
securing psychology as a recognizable position in the scientific world (Vansickel-Peterson,
2010).
Following the work of James and Freud, B.F. Skinner’s psychological theory of
behaviorism advanced the field of psychology in the early to mid-1900s. However, the
behavioral theory lacked a connection between behavioral observations and cognitive processes
(Graham, 2007). The next step in the field of psychology was a merging of Freud and Skinner’s
contributions. Blending the theories of psychoanalysis and behaviorism, Maslow and Rogers’
Humanistic Psychology was introduced in the 1950s. According to Vansickel-Peterson (2010),
the humanistic view shifted the paradigm from studying the patient objectively to seeing the
patient as part of the process. Essentially, the therapist was no longer the expert with all of the
answers; rather the therapist and client were collaborators in pushing for the self-actualization of
the client.
Coaching in Business. By the early 1980s, humanistic psychology transformed into a
focus on personal development. This focus on personal development manifested itself in the
form of life coaching. In the late 1980s, life coaching and executive coaching became known
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processes in the business world (Hurd, 2002). Both life coaching and executive coaching have
continued to expand, and are prevalent practices in modern times. Also known as in-depth
coaching, life coaching is driven by the needs of the client, and coaching the holistic life of the
coachee. According to Grant, Grant, and Greene (2003), life coaching aims for coachees to set
personal and professional goals, and achieve them to improve their well-being. According to
Kilburg (2000), executive coaching improves job and organizational performance, teamwork,
effectiveness of training, and smooths the transition into leadership positions. The International
Coach Federation (1999) provides the following description of executive coaching:
Executive coaching is a facilitative one-to-one, mutually designed relationship between a
professional coach and a key contributor who has a powerful position in the organization.
This relationship occurs in areas of business, government, not-for-profit, and educational
organizations where there are multiple stakeholders and organizational sponsorship for
the coach or coaching group. The coaching is contracted for the benefit of a client who is
accountable for highly complex decisions with the wide scope of impact on the
organization and industry as a whole. The focus of the coaching is usually upon
organizational performance or development, but may also have a personal component as
well. The results produced from this relationship are observable and measureable,
commensurate with the requirements the organization has for the performance of this
person being coached. (p. 2)
Clients participating in executive coaching indicated increased productivity, higher job
satisfaction, and improved relationships with colleagues and supervisors (Bolch, 2001).
Furthermore, the coaching process promotes self-leadership, also referred to as self-efficacy. A
cornerstone of coaching is that clients will experience an increase in self-efficacy, which is a
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person’s belief that he or she can master a situation and enact wanted change (Bandura, 1982).
The concepts of a coach helping coachees increase self-efficacy, improve outcomes, and achieve
goals translated well as they made their way into the field of higher education in the late 1990s
and early 2000s.
Coaching in Higher Education. As aforementioned, researchers indicate coaching made
its higher education debut around 2000 in the form of academic coaching (Bettinger & Baker,
2011). Within higher education, coaching retains a foundation of humanistic psychology, which
believes humans are inherently good and able to direct their lives towards self-fulfillment
(Rogers, 1951). However, positive psychology quickly emerged as another key component of the
coaching process. Seligman, Steen, Park, and Peterson (2005) defined positive psychology as an
approach whose intention is to deal with the positive and healthy aspects of people, and develop
their strengths and virtues to foster happiness and emotional well-being. According to BenYehuda (2015), “Positive psychology focuses on building a person’s positive qualities, looking
forward in order to develop” (p. 325). The person is at the center of this approach, and wellbeing and prime functioning are the focus rather than less favorable attributes commonly focused
on in mainstream psychology. Essentially, positive psychology is person-centered psychology
(Worsley & Joseph, 2007).
Positive psychology provides a basis for the responsible practice of coaching in higher
education, as it is rooted in empirical research. Incorporating evidence-based interventions and
other established measures help to bring validity to academic coaching (Ben-Yehuda, 2015).
Self-efficacy also plays an important role in positive psychology-based coaching, as an
individual’s belief in their ability to complete a task increases the chances that they will put forth
the effort required to perform the task (Bandura, 1977). According to Bartlett (2007), coaching
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has a critical place in the empowerment and development of self-efficacy in coachees. Beginning
in the early 2000s, coaching with a positive psychology approach has developed into a respected
model for goal-oriented, reflective, and controlled learning (Griffiths, 2005).
Dansinger (2000) describes coaching students as academic coaching, but not counseling,
lessons, or mentoring. Witherspoon and White (1996) differentiate teaching from coaching, yet
liken mentoring to coaching based solely on the potential one-on-one long-term relationship
between coach and coachee. In the following section, the literature related to the phenomenon of
academic coaching in higher education will be explored.
Academic Coaching in Higher Education
An athletic coach on the sidelines guiding his or her players is the classic image
envisioned when thinking of the word coaching. In fact, the term “coaching” became mainstream
through the field of sports in the 1800s. A leap forward to the late 1970s and 1980s marked the
emergence of life coaching, which quickly lent itself to executive or business coaching (Brock
2008). As stated above, coaching in business led to the development of coaching in higher
education, formally known as academic coaching. According to Vansickel-Peterson (2010),
coaching draws from a variety of disciplines, and has many definitions as a result. However, a
review of the literature reveals a core definition of academic coaching in higher education.
Academic coaching is a student-centered process with the principle that the student
possesses his or her own answers (Coach U, 2005; Peterson & Miller, 2005). Coachees are
believed to be the experts for their lives and know the steps needed to reach fulfillment
(Hoffman, 1999; Whitworth, Kimsey-House, Kimsey House, & Sandahl, 2007). This definition
aligns with the coaching literature which points to themes of self-actualization, individuality, and
self-awareness. The job of the academic coach is to meet the client where they are and encourage
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self-awareness, discovery, and clarification of goals (Vansickel-Peterson, 2010). Essentially, the
academic coaching process will include the coach and coachee working together to assess the
coachee’s current situation, build a roadmap to achieve goals, and ensure accountability
throughout the journey (Hoffman, 1999; International Coach Federation, 2009; Whitworth et al.,
2007).
According to Robinson and Gahagan (2010), “academic coaching focuses on three main
steps: self-assessment, reflection, and goal setting. Through this process, students can identify
their interests, motivations, and resources” (p. 27). Self-assessment is the beginning of the
coaching process and provides a foundation upon which the coach and coachee can build moving
forward. Common self-assessment tools implemented are StrengthsQuest, True Colors, and the
Learning and Study Strategies Inventory (Robinson & Gahagan, 2010). The second step,
reflection, involves the coach using open-ended questions to encourage the coachee to open up
about goals, motivations, and interests. Reflection is followed by the last step, goal setting. Goal
setting includes forming a plan of strategic steps that a coachee can put into action to move
towards achieving his or her goals (Robinson & Gahagan, 2010).
Kedem (2006) presented a model for personal coaching to be used in a personalacademic coaching program in higher education (see Figure 1). In the first stage, coach and
coachee evaluate the coachee’s needs and future desires or goals. In the second stage, current
roadblocks, abilities, necessary changes, and methods for change are determined. Upon
establishing the future paradigm, the coachee builds self-efficacy to the point that he or she is
ready to put their methods for change into action through a brave act (Ben-Yehuda, 2015). The
brave act, taking the first step of action, starts the change process and movement toward goal
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attainment. Newly realized abilities are established, and the coach and coachee work together to
fully integrate the new paradigm (Ben-Yehuda, 2015).

Identifying Need
Future Picture
Desired Future
Assessing Capabilities

Current Paradigm

Future Paradigm

Brave Act

Behavior Change

Establishing Capabilities

Applying New Paradigm

Figure 1. The Six Stage Model of Personal Coaching.
Kedem, Y. (Ed.). (2006). A Management Development Programme for Academic Staff. In
Proceedings of the fourth international seminar on quality management in higher education.
Sinaia, Romania.
Kedem’s model of personal coaching, along with Robinson and Gahagan’s description of
the academic coaching process, aligns well with Kolb’s experiential learning model. Kolb’s
(1984) experiential learning theory, the theoretical focus of this study, will be discussed in a later
section of the literature review.
Differentiating Coaching from Other Services. According to McWilliams and Beam
(2013), “… several strategies have been deployed to address student developmental needs,
including advising, counseling, coaching, and mentoring. These strategies have either operated in
isolation from one another or have been used interchangeably without a full understanding of …
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each” (para. 2). The purpose of differentiating coaching from other strategies is not to determine
which practice is the “best” or most effective. As Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, and Renn (2010)
noted, each of the strategies, or services, are intended to work together to benefit students rather
than one model applying to all students. The purpose of differentiating coaching from other
services is to gain a greater understanding of how coaching functions and what it seeks to
accomplish.
At first glance, coaching could appear overwhelmingly similar to other services such as
counseling, mentoring, tutoring, and advising. Casual observation may highlight such strong
perceived similarities that the designation of coaching as a separate entity may appear to be
unnecessary. However, a review of the literature uncovers the differences, as well as some
similarities, that exist between coaching and the other services identified above. The following
sections explore each topic in order to provide a clearer understanding of the practice of
coaching.
Counseling versus Coaching. At the surface level, both counseling and coaching share
some traits. Although professionals in each field seek to help others and some of the coaching
practices that developed in the 1980s grew out of counseling-related theories, the similarities end
there (Vansickel-Peterson, 2010). Sperry (1996) posits that counseling sessions are normally
forty-five to fifty minutes in length for an agreed upon monetary charge, while coaching sessions
can vary in length from a set duration of a few minutes to a few hours. The counselor-patient
relationship is professional in nature, clearly delineating an expert-novice dynamic. However, the
coaching relationship is more collegial in nature, as the coach and coachee are viewed as
collaborators (Levinson, 1996; Tobias, 1996). Similarly, Biswas-Diener (2009) defines the
counseling approach as facilitative and the coaching approach as collaborative.
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According to Swartz, Prevatt, and Proctor (2005), “Although coaching is similar to
counseling in its therapeutic relationship and confidentiality, coaches do not explore serious
emotional, cognitive, or behavioral problems” (p. 648). In the coaching environment, such
problems are viewed in the context of whether they are an aid or barrier to the client achieving
their goals (Jaksa & Ratey, 1999). Biswas-Diener (2009) describes coaching clients as
traditionally high-functioning or yearning to be high-functioning, individuals participating in
coaching to improve even more, whereas counseling clients are traditionally seeking to treat a
condition or problem of some sort.
In higher education, the counseling services most often provided are related to mental
health and career counseling. Mental health counseling services can include the assessment,
diagnosis, and treatment of a variety of disorders or issues that students may be encountering
(McWilliams & Beam, 2013). Career counseling focuses on steering and aiding the preparation
of students for desired careers. According to Dey and Real (2010), career counseling guides
students as their needs change based on ever-evolving technologies, communication methods,
economic outlooks, and hiring practices. Students are seeking counseling resources for the
previously mentioned concerns, as mentors, coaches, and advisors are often not the best
equipped to provide the needed support in those areas (Kadison & DiGeronimo, 2004).
Mentoring versus Coaching. Mentoring is typically a long-term relationship with
meetings that take place sporadically as the mentee desires advisement on a particular issue or
life situation (Connor & Pokora, 2012). In contrast, the coaching relationship is only for a set
period of time, the content is structured based on the identified needs of the coachee, and
coaching sessions are scheduled consistently in advance (Whitworth et al., 2007). According to

21

Clutterbuck (2008), coaching usually addresses a particular aspect of a coachee’s life, whereas
mentoring focuses on holistic development.
Vansickel-Peterson (2010) provides the following description of mentoring versus
coaching:
A mentor often has many more years of experience than the person being supported.
Mentoring is akin to role-modeling where the client sees attributes, qualities, or abilities
in the mentor that he/she wishes to learn or emulate. Coaching is a partnering of two
equals, which focuses on the unique and intrinsic qualities already within the client that
may not be recognized or appreciated. (p. 35)
In higher education, mentoring is historically viewed as informal relationships between
students and faculty that serve to introduce or socialize the students to the academic profession
(McWilliams & Beam, 2013). According to Johnson and Ridley (2008), “faculty members are
more likely to mentor students whose professional interests are similar to their own and remind
them of themselves” (p. 161). In contrast, coaching is a formal relationship that does not rely on
the academic coach choosing to serve the coachee based on personal choice or preference.
Essentially, mentoring includes instances in which the mentee is often striving to be like
or aspire to the qualities of the mentor. Coaching focuses on coachees identifying and achieving
a specific need or goal with guidance from a coach along the journey. Mentoring tends to lead to
long-lasting relationships, whereas coaching is designed to provide assistance for a set period of
time to achieve the identified need or goal.
Tutoring versus Coaching. Often confused with tutoring, academic coaching is more
focused on areas such as time management and goal setting that are not necessarily academic in
nature (Bettinger & Baker, 2011). Tutoring can last for a short or extended period of time with
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the tutor playing the role of helping the student achieve academic success in a particular subject,
class, or assignment (Holmes, 2002). Coaching lasts for a set period of time, usually short term
in length, and focuses on improving specific skill areas (Megginson & Clutterbuck, 2005). The
tutoring relationship is often informal in nature, and meetings can take place when the student
needs support or advice. In contrast, coaching exhibits greater structure in regards to meetings
being scheduled in advance and not being as flexible to take place at the potentially random
request of the student (Wallace and Gravells, 2006).
Tutoring may take a broad view approach to a subject area or topic with an open-ended
time frame for each session, whereas coaching lends itself to being very finite in time for each
session and narrowly focused on the specific development goals. Tutors are typically experts, or
at least far more experienced, compared to the students being tutored. Coaching does not adhere
to the same tenet as tutoring for coaching to take place (Eleyan & Eleyan, 2011). For example, a
tutor would be an expert, or at least well-versed, in the area in which they were tutoring a
student. However, a coach does not need be an expert in a subject area to help a coachee develop
skills to be successful in that subject area.
Advising versus Coaching. Academic advising has expanded in scope of practice from
its traditionally known prescriptive approach to methods more developmental in nature. This
developmental approach encompasses practices such as student-led course selection, exploring
internship opportunities, discussions about postgraduate plans, and eventual career aspirations
(McWilliams & Beam, 2013). The academic advising curriculum includes, but is not limited to:
The institution’s mission, culture and expectations; the meaning, value, and
interrelationship of the institution’s curriculum and co-curriculum; modes of thinking,
learning, and decision-making; the selection of academic programs and courses; the
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development of life and career goals; campus/community resources, policies, and
procedures; and the transferability of skills and knowledge. (NACADA, 2006, para. 8)
King (2005) indicates that developmental advising in higher education goes beyond focusing
only on students’ educational experiences by also seeking to pair their academic and career
interests.
According to McClellan and Moser (2011), the processes and structure of advising and
coaching can be similar in nature. The advising process or structure can be described in the
following eight steps: prepare for the session, welcome the student, build rapport, exploration
and clarification of student needs, advise or coach the student, wrap up or end the session, and
follow-up at a later time (Bloom, Hutson, & He, 2008; McClellan & Moser, 2011; Nutt, 2000;
Schein, Laff, Allen, & Trimble, 2004). As evidenced, similarities do exist in the advising and
coaching processes. However, the differences occur based on the dynamics within the advising
and coaching sessions.
In many ways, advisors are experts on “all things university.” What this title infers is
that advisors are well-trained and knowledgeable to the point of being able to serve students by
suggesting courses, guiding the academic major selection process, suggesting varying levels of
environmental and interpersonal interactions, developing behavioral awareness, and connecting
them to the appropriate campus resources (Crookson, 1994). Advising can range from short-term
to long-term relationships based on the need of the student, and advising is generally broader in
scope than coaching. In contrast to advising, coaching does not involve an expert-novice
relationship between the coach and coachee. The coach does not have to be broadly
knowledgeable about the various facets of the university in order to adequately serve a student.
Unlike advising, coaching is not a long-term relationship, as the design is for a short-term
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relationship that is narrow in scope (McWilliams & Beam, 2013). Advising focuses on the
aforementioned areas, while coaching focuses on the student improving in areas such as study
skills, time management, and goal setting (International Coach Federation, 2009). Academic
advising and academic coaching overlap in some instances, but the literature ultimately reveals
the two practices to be disparate due to their intricacies.
The Academic Coach
According to the International Coach Federation (1999), a coach should exhibit the
following eleven competencies in all coaching interactions:


Ability to manage coachee’s progress and hold the coachee accountable for
actions



Ability to create plans and set goals with the coachee



Ability to develop action plans and behaviors



Ability to raise, and if needed create, the coachee’s awareness



Ability to be a succinct communicator



Ability to produce powerful questions



Ability to actively listen



Ability to be present in the moment and adjust spontaneously



Ability to foster a trusting coach-coachee relationship



Ability to create and implement the coaching agreement



Meet or exceed the ethical guidelines of the coaching profession (p. 3)

Coaching Skills. Along with the previously stated core competencies of a coach, Killion
and Harrison (2005) posit that effective coaches must possess strong interpersonal
communication skills with a focus on sensitivity to the unique needs of each coachee.
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Interpersonal communication skills are essential to a variety of relationships, such as husbandwife, parent-child, and supervisor-supervisee. Academic coaching is no different, as high quality
communication is necessary to move the coachee along the path from their current position to
their intended goals. Often times, communication is thought of as delivering a verbal or nonverbal message to others. However, when coaches think about communication, their initial
thoughts focus on listening to others (Vansickel-Peterson, 2010).
Listening. In academic coaching, there is a stark difference between listening and
hearing. Hearing is described as “merely a verbal auditory recognition” (Vansickel-Peterson,
2010, p. 37). In contrast, listening is paying close attention to verbal and non-verbal
communication beyond the basic auditory level. Listening gives attention to body language, pace
of verbal delivery, tone of certain phrases or words, and voice volume (Vansickel-Peterson,
2010). According to Siegman and Feldstein (1987), non-verbal communication likely contributes
more information to the coach than verbal communication. Mehrabian (1971) conducted a study
that found facial expressions were more believed than words, which reinforces the importance of
non-verbal communication. Coach U (2005) suggests an effective coach should actively listen
for a coachee’s physical and mental presence, eye contact, facial expressions, voice tone, voice
volume, and space.
Building on the skills mentioned above, Whitworth et al. (2007) suggest there are two
aspects of listening: receiving and impact. Receiving refers to what the coach is gathering and
sensing from all the coachee is saying and not saying. Impact represents the impact that the
listening skills of the coach have on the coachee. The coach is continuously monitoring how their
behavior affects the coachee, adjusting the dynamics of the coaching session accordingly, and
ensuring the coachee remains on path for their goal (Whitworth et al., 2007).
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Powerful Questions. If effective listening charts the course for the coaching journey,
then powerful questioning leads the coach and coachee along the path. Powerful questions are
the foundation of many coaching models and essential for good coaching to take place (Coaches
Training Institute, 2011). Well-timed questions aid in opening up a conversation for in-depth
exploration, which often times leads to increased clarity (Fontana & Frey, 1994). According to
Goldberg (1998), the key to awareness and change for a coachee is powerful questioning
initiated by the coach.
The formation of powerful questions begins with the coach actively listening to the
coachee and developing a curiosity. This curiosity then leads to the coach forming two types of
questions: definitive and exploratory (Vansickel-Peterson, 2010). Fontana and Frey (1994)
describe definitive questions as close-ended questions that are incorporated for the purpose of
eliciting a brief yes or no answer from the coachee. Definitive questions are used to quickly
gather facts and move towards exploratory questions. Exploratory questions are open-ended and
used to dig deeper into the thoughts, beliefs, and actions of the coachee. Exploratory questions
typically being with what or how to trigger a thoughtful response from the coachee (Fontana &
Frey, 1994). According to Whitworth et al. (2007), powerful questions force coachees to go deep
into the inner workings of their minds to discover answers that they have not previously been
able to uncover.
Accountability. Accountability in the coaching realm differs from what society at-large
believes to be accountability. For example, an imbalanced power dynamic such as a supervisor
holding a supervisee accountable for completing an assigned task is the common definition of
accountability (Coaches Training Institute, 2011). Vansickel-Peterson (2010) defines
accountability as the following:
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However, accountability in coaching is where the coach is simply asking the client to
give an account to that which they have committed. The commitment is important
because it was in service of what the client wanted to have happen. The coach asks the
client questions, such as: What worked? What didn’t work? What happened? What would
you do differently next time? (p. 42)
After reviewing the literature, listening, asking powerful questions, and holding coachees
accountable presented themselves as three of the most important skills possessed by an academic
coach. Listening allows the initial coach-coachee relationship to be formed, and for the coach to
accurately assess the needs of the coachee. Listening leads to the coach being able to develop
definitive and exploratory questions. These two types of questions are known as powerful
questioning, which aids coachees in uncovering new information and moving towards goal
attainment. Accountability provides the opportunity for coachees to process their experiences
and gain greater self-awareness (Brotman, Liberi, & Wasylyshyn, 1998).
Theoretical Focus
Experiential Learning. The role of experience in learning can be traced back to early
philosophers and thinkers, such as Aristotle (Merriam & Bierema, 2014). According to Turesky
and Gallagher (2011), “Piaget (1969), Freire (1974), Dewey (1958), and Lewin (1951) all
stressed that the heart of learning lies in the way we process experience, in particular, our critical
reflections on experiences and the meaning we draw from them” (p. 7). While many
philosophers and theorists contributed to the development of experiential learning, John Dewey
is often credited with having the most lasting influence on understanding the relationship
between learning and experience (Merriam & Beirema, 2014). Dewey (1963) stated, “What
[one] has learned in the way of knowledge and skill in one situation becomes an instrument of
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understanding and dealing effectively with the situations which follow. The process goes on as
long as life and learning continue” (p. 44).
Building on the work of Dewey, David Kolb is one of the more prominent researchers in
the field of experiential learning with his experiential learning model, also referred to as the
experiential learning cycle (Evans et al., 2010). Kolb (1984) posits, “Learning is the process
whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience” (p. 38). Kolb’s
experiential learning cycle has four stages (see Figure 2), and the circular process can begin with
any of the four stages (Turesky & Gallagher, 2011).

Figure 2. Experiential Learning Cycle.
Kolb, D.A. (1984). Experiential learning: Experience as the source of learning and
development. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.
In describing the four stages of the experiential learning cycle, Kolb (1984) states the
following:
Learners, if they are to be effective, need four different kinds of abilities – concrete
experience abilities (CE), reflective observation abilities (RO), abstract conceptualizing
abilities (AC) and active experimentation abilities (AE). That is they must be able to
involve themselves fully, openly, and without bias in the new experiences (CE). They
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must be able to reflect on and observe their experiences from many perspectives (RO).
They must be able to create concepts that integrate their observations into logically sound
theories (AC) and they must be able to use these theories to make decisions and solve
problems (AE). (p. 30)
Kolb has connected the abilities of the experiential learning cycle to being mindful of one’s
experiential learning (Kolb & Yeganeh, 2012; Yeganeh & Kolb, 2009). The academic coaching
process aligns well with the four stages of Kolb’s experiential learning cycle. For example, a
coach has the concrete experience of the coaching session, reflects on the coaching session, uses
the reflective observation to gain understanding and generate new ideas, and then actively
experiments with those new ideas (Bess & Dee, 2012). The cycle begins anew with a fresh set of
concrete experiences.
Criticisms of Experiential Learning. Kayes (2002) suggests that considerable scrutiny
of a critical nature has been directed at Kolb’s theory, perhaps due to its popularity. Much of the
criticism of Kolb’s experiential learning cycle is in regards to a perceived simplistic nature that
does not account for a variety of factors. This is in stark contrast to other more complex models
of experiential learning, such as Jarvis’ nine-stage model that used Kolb’s model as a standard
(Merriam & Bierema, 2014). Critics argue that Kolb suggests a lockstep, predetermined order to
the thinking process of learners. Similarly, Dyke (2006) believes that Kolb’s learning cycle may
be “viewed as a sparking chamber in which the learner makes contact with each point, but not in
any specified mechanical order” (p. 121).
In recent decades, criticism has emerged which argues that experiential learning theory
“… decontextualizes the learning process and provides only a limited account of the many
factors that influence learning” (Kayes, 2002, p. 141). Essentially, the argument is that the focus
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on the individual experience ignores or limits other aspects that impact learning. Vince (1998)
critiques experiential learning theory from the psychodynamic aspect of learning. He suggests
that experiential learning theory fails to consider how power differentials based on gender, social
status, and cultural dominance influence learning. Vince (1998) also argues experiential learning
theory provides too great an emphasis on retrospective reflection rather than the “currently
happening” experience. Reynolds (1999) echoes the sentiments of Vince (1998) by proposing
experiential learning theory ignores social and political influences on learning while focusing
solely on the individual perspective. Reynolds (1999) also believes the reflective observation of
experiential learning theory points to experience and learning being objective processes, and
challenges that concept through placing critical reflection over reflective observation.
Holman, Pavlica, and Thorpe (1997) believe that experiential learning theory places too
much emphasis on the individual, thus decontextualizing the process of learning. Holman et al.
(1997) perceive the social and historical position of a learner, which is not given attention in
experiential learning theory, to be inseparable from the practice of individual learning. This
social aspect of learning critique is largely based on the belief that experiential learning theory
contains cognitive bias. Institutional criticisms, such as those by Miettinen (1998), contend that
experiential learning theory has theoretical foundations that are too diverse. Similar critiques
suggest experiential learning theory does not have a strong enough standing to contribute to
codified knowledge, and suggest that other theories should be integrated to account for
oversights (Hopkins, 1993). In sum, experiential learning theory critics suggest the overemphasis
on the individual experience devalues or omits other aspects of learning such as institutional,
psychodynamic, and social (Kayes, 2002).
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Experiential Learning and Coaching. According to Biswas-Diener (2009), “Personal
coaching is a professional relationship in which coaches work with clients to facilitate
experiential learning and improve functioning and performance, often in the context of working
toward specific goals” (p. 544). Hurd (2002) and Hudson (1999) believe coaching provides
learning opportunities through experience. Kopf and Kreuze (1991) suggest the foundation of the
coaching process lies in Kolb’s experiential learning cycle. Griffiths and Campbell (2009)
emphasize that the learning process in coaching incorporates tenets of experiential learning.
Griffiths (2005) states, “Experiential learning is repeatedly linked to the foundations and success
of the coaching process. Indeed, it forms the arena in which learning is applied and developed,
providing concrete substance and problem-based discovery” (p. 60).
Personal development is believed to be a prime factor in both coaching and experiential
learning (Griffiths, 2005). Hargrove (1995) describes a creative tension in coaching that takes
place as a coachee uses coaching to discover the answers needed for a change. This creative
tension moves the coachee from his or her current paradigm to their identified goal or goals
(Hargrove, 1995). Rainey and Kolb (1995) further assert the focus on personal development as
they suggest, “Experiential learning theory proposes that the foundation of learning resides not in
schools, books, or even teachers; rather, it rests in the experience of the learner” (p. 130).
Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory provides an excellent structure for coaching,
as it aids coaches in developing the skills essential to effectively manage the coach-coachee
relationship and related situations. More specifically, the experiential learning cycle provides
coaches an opportunity to reflect on their coaching styles. This reflection gives coaches the
chance to increase self-knowledge, which leads to making adjustments to better serve the needs
of coachees (Turesky & Gallagher, 2011).
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In a study of learning in coaching, Griffiths and Campbell (2009) found that “… for
respondents in this study, learning in coaching involved not just re-discovering new knowledge,
but also applying it in their lives” (p. 24). The application of knowledge represents the active
experimentation and concrete experience stages of experiential learning (Kolb, 1984). Griffiths
and Campbell (2009) suggest their study offers empirical evidence that experiential learning is
significant in the process of learning in coaching. Coaches and coachees who took part in the
study reinforced these claims. One coach believed that learning was not simply ideas or thoughts
in a mental sense, but rather applying learning and ideas in the real world. A coachee expressed
that their experience in academic coaching involved accessing prior knowledge and experiences,
and using those as a part of a new practical application in their life (Griffiths & Campbell, 2009).
The literature provides both theoretical and empirical evidence of the link between experiential
learning and coaching.
Many other coaching studies warrant mentioning, such as Mitchell and Gansemer-Topf’s
(2016) study on coaching students with disabilities. The academic coaching program and the
student disability office partnered to pilot a coaching program for students with disabilities. The
initial intention was to offer coaching to first-year students with autism spectrum disorder, but it
quickly became apparent that all students with disabilities could benefit from an academic coach.
It was found that students with disabilities benefitted from academic coaching through the
development of communication and advocacy skills, academic skills, and self-regulation. This
success occurred despite the university only having one graduate student qualified to conduct the
program. This academic coach possessed disability-specific knowledge and academic skill
development experience. The coach managed a caseload of nearly sixty students and conducted
over three hundred coaching sessions during the academic year. The challenges moving forward
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were found to be limited physical space, financial resources, and qualified staff (Mitchell &
Gansemer-Topf, 2016). Similar to academic coaching, Smith (2009) conducted a study of a
mentoring program with findings that, “Simply put, students do not know what they do not
know. They need mentors to guide them through the higher education maze and to narrow the
gap between the students’ and institutions’ culture” (p. 5). Smith (2009) also described a “hidden
curriculum” of university knowledge that mentors must help students navigate and learn about
through the process.
Bellman, Burgstahler, and Hinke (2015) conducted a study with a pilot group of
postsecondary STEM students with disabilities. Student feedback in the study included the
following comments, “The academic coaching has really helped my self-esteem greatly … The
work we do is invaluable and I can’t put a price on [my coach’s] gifted tutoring and support”
(Bellman et al., 2015, p. 106). Additionally, every participant in the study indicated that the
coaching sessions had made a difference in where they are today (Bellman et al., 2015).
Robinson and Gahagan (2010) outlined an academic coaching study in which ninety-two percent
of the coachees improved their GPA and other academic attributes over the course of the
academic year. Yet another study of academic coaching outcomes involved seven undergraduate
students with ADHD taking part in a semester-long pilot coaching program. According to
Parker, Hoffman, Sawilowsky, and Rolands (2011), six of the seven participants achieved a GPA
of 3.0 or higher, which suggested this demographic of students can benefit from academic
coaching. Study participants communicated in interviews that, “… coaching enhanced their
ability to achieve academic goals, that they enjoyed working with their coaches, and that they
felt less stressed and more in control of their lives” (Parker et al., 2011).
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Field, Parker, Sawilosky, and Rolands (2013) explored how academic coaching affects
the learning, study, and self-regulation skills of undergraduate students with ADHD. The results
indicated that students who participated in coaching achieved higher scores on the Learning and
Study Strategies Inventory (LASSI), as well as the College Well-Being Scale than students in the
control group. Swartz, Prevatt, and Proctor (2005) examined a program in which graduate
students provided coaching to undergraduate students with ADHD. The study highlighted the
significance of the student-coach relationship, as well as the processes of the coaching program.
The student-coach relationship was found to be one of accountability, genuine care, and respect.
The coaches, who were doctoral and EdS-level practicum students in Counseling and School
Psychology, helped the students hold themselves accountable for following through with the
coaching program. The study showed that coaches had a genuine care for the success and wellbeing of the students, and that there was a mutual respect between student-coach and of the
coaching process. Students began the program with two pretests: a coaching survey designed for
the study, and the Learning and Study Strategies Inventory. The LASSI and coaching survey
provided coaches with student self-assessment information about areas of strengths and
weaknesses, which would help to shape the coaching sessions. Additionally, students went
through an application process and paid two hundred dollars to participate in the program. The
prescreening and financial aspects likely played a role in increasing the level of accountability
and follow-through for students. The posttest results showed that the students improved
significantly compared to their pretest results (Swartz et al., 2005).
A complete listing of the coaching studies examined as a part of this study can be found
in Appendix C (see Appendix C).
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Transcendental Phenomenology
According to Moerer-Urdahl and Creswell (2004), “Transcendental phenomenology,
based on principles identified by Husserl (1931) and translated into a qualitative method
by Moustakas (1994), holds promise as a viable procedure for phenomenological research” (p.
19). Although this approach may be appealing to those in psychology, it has also been widely
used in the social and human sciences by researchers (Moerer-Urdahl & Creswell, 2004).
Meaning rests at the center of transcendental phenomenology, a design for attaining and
accumulating data that describes the essence of human experiences. Transcendental
phenomenology enacts features of qualitative research with a focus on experiences, the essence
of experiences, and viewing behavior and experience as being intertwined for the subject and
object (Moustakas, 1994). The transcendental emphasis encompasses the previously mentioned
features, but begins the research study with the researcher ensuring to omit prejudgments as
much as possible and analyzing the data in a systematic fashion (Moerer-Urdahl & Creswell,
2004). This process is referred to as transcendental due to the researcher viewing the
phenomenon as if it were the first time or looking with a fresh eye (Moustakas, 1994).
The literature continually circles back to the importance of the Greek word epoche, which
is defined as staying away or abstaining from something (Moustakas, 1994). “Husserl
introduced the concept of consciously setting aside current thoughts, beliefs, and judgments
which lend themselves to bias with use of the Greek word epoche” (Sheehan, 2014, p. 11).
Epoche, according to Moustakas (1994), is an ongoing conscious effort to identify and isolate
natural thought patterns during research. Blum (2012) identified epoche as a deferment of your
natural inclination or attitude, and Moustakas (1994) highlighted the necessity, although difficult
at times, of this process during research. Moustakas (1994) repeatedly communicated the
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importance of seeing with fresh eyes and intentionally carrying out the act of being able to avoid
all things that may interfere with viewing a situation, idea, or information with fresh eyes.
Based on Moustakas (1994), transcendental phenomenology provides researchers with a
systematic approach to analyze data about lived experiences. According to Moerer-Urdahl and
Creswell (2004), transcendental phenomenology provides researchers with the proper tools to
construct objective essences through mining the subjective experiences of study participants.
Furthermore, the transcendental phenomenological approach is based on individual experiences,
which means data will be collected from the stories told by the participants’ voices rather than
the voice of the researcher or other studies in the literature (Moerer-Urdahl & Creswell, 2004).
Graduate Assistants as Coaches
The literature contains research on graduate assistants in various departments of higher
education, some of which can be related to academic coaches. Winston and Ender (1988)
discovered that paraprofessionals working in student affairs are a more cost effective option than
full-time staff, and are more effective laborers than full-time professionals. Additionally, they
found the program aids in the personal development of paraprofessionals, and the college is able
to provide more services to more students with paraprofessionals (Winston & Ender, 1988).
A study by Weidman, Twale, and Stein (2001) revealed that graduate assistants believed
they possessed a greater skill set than their supervising faculty expected them to have. Perhaps it
is this level of confidence and exceeding expectations that has attributed to findings in other
studies. For example, Eble (1987) found that graduate teaching assistants are fully capable of
providing a teaching load reduction for faculty which frees up time for their research duties. Park
(2004) indicated that graduate teaching assistantships can act as a training model for those
planning to be professors in the future. This same concept could be applied to academic
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coaching, or across the board with graduate assistantships in other departments of higher
education. This could be a win-win situation for universities, graduate assistants, and the students
being served. Essentially, graduate assistants could get relevant experience and some financial
compensation, universities could save money versus employing full-time staff, and students
being served could benefit from additional graduate assistants being hired due to the low cost of
the position.
Conclusion
The review of literature presented an in-depth look at various aspects of academic
coaching in higher education. The first section outlined the historical development of academic
coaching. For instance, the theoretical beginnings of coaching start with ancient Greek
philosophers, and have developed over time into the modern form of academic coaching. The
second section of the literature review specifically explored academic coaching in higher
education. The differences between counseling and coaching, mentoring and coaching, tutoring
and coaching, as well as advising and coaching were discussed.
The third section of the literature review examined the skills and competencies expected
of an academic coach. Both coach and coachee are affected by the skills and competencies
possessed by the academic coach. The fourth section of the literature review was focused on the
experiential learning theory of Kolb. Additionally, the literature describing the relationship
between experiential learning and coaching was explored. The literature review concluded by
exploring transcendental phenomenology and graduate assistants as coaches.
Over the last decade, the field of coaching has experienced fast-paced and often explosive
growth (Brock, 2006). This growth, coupled with the lack of a strong evidence base, has created
ongoing confusion in regards to exactly where coaching originated, how to define it, and how to
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explain what it aims to accomplish (Griffiths and Campbell, 2009). Although a wealth of
prescriptive literature exists, the process of coaching has a limited amount of descriptive
literature resulting from research efforts. This qualitative study examined the experiences of
academic coaches in higher education to contribute to filling the current gap in descriptive
literature on the topic. Essentially, there has been little to no research conducted on the
experiences of academic coaches in higher education, whereas the majority of the research
focuses on the outcomes of academic coaching from a student perspective.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
Qualitative methodology was used in this study to gain a greater understanding of the
lived experiences of academic coaches in higher education. Richards and Morse (2007) posit
that qualitative research attempts to understand an area where little is known. This fits well with
the experiences of academic coaches, as the body of research is currently limited in scope. In
order to understand qualitative research, the key resides in the idea that meaning is constructed
through individuals’ social interaction with the world around them. (Merriam, 2002). In this
study, the meaning was exhibited through exploring the experiences of academic coaches.
Similarly, Glesne (2011) described qualitative research as focusing on hard to quantify
observations and words that are best described through interpretation or deconstruction. The
participants in this study shared hard to quantify observations and words that benefitted from
individual and collective interpretation and explanation.
Under the umbrella of qualitative research, phenomenology played a role in guiding this
study. Phenomenology focuses on individuals’ subjective interpretations and experiences of the
world. One conducting research based in phenomenology would seek to understand how the
world appears to others through their interpretations and experiences (Trochim, Donnelly, &
Arora, 2015). Husserl (1970) described phenomenological research as starting free of biases or
hypotheses, and attempting to describe instead of explain. According to Moustakas (1994),
Husserl was influenced by the belief of Descartes that “perception of the reality of an object is
dependent on a subject” (p. 27). For this study, the perception of the reality of being an academic
coach is based on the academic coaches who experienced the phenomenon.
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Creswell (2007) asserts the crux of phenomenological research is to deeply understand
individual, or a group of individuals, experiences of a particular phenomenon or lived
experience. These shared experiences should then be mined for common or emerging themes,
which can provide data for potential universal meaning or application (Creswell, 2007).
Phenomenological research can exhibit the social reality of a group of individuals through shared
meanings of a lived experience (Crotty, 1998). One of the overarching aims of
phenomenological research is to recognize a phenomenon that a group of people has experienced
and collect data from all individuals to gain an understanding of the shared essence of the
experience (Bhattacharya, 2007). Similarly, this study focused on the experiences of academic
coaches through their own words, and then examined the resulting data for the emergence of
common themes. In the same ilk as Moustakas (1994), this study focused on making sense of the
“meaningful concrete relations implicit in the original description of experience in the context of
a particular situation” (p. 14).
Transcendental phenomenology was incorporated in this study, as Moerer-Urdahl and
Creswell (2004) suggest, “Transcendental phenomenology, based on principles identified
by Husserl (1931) and translated into a qualitative method by Moustakas (1994), holds promise
as a viable procedure for phenomenological research” (p. 19). The transcendental emphasis
encompasses the features of qualitative research, while also ensuring that the researcher
consistently omits prejudgments as much as possible and analyzes the data in a systematic
fashion (Moerer-Urdahl & Creswell, 2004). This process is referred to as transcendental due to
the researcher viewing the phenomenon “freshly, as for the first time” or looking with a fresh eye
(Moustakas, 1994, p. 34). The transcendental phenomenological approach is based on individual
experiences, which means data will be collected from the stories told by the participants’ voices
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rather than the voice of the researcher or other studies in the literature (Moerer-Urdahl &
Creswell, 2004). This transcendental approach was intentional throughout the duration of the
study to make certain the experiences of the participants are accurately represented.
Epistemology
In regards to epistemology, this study incorporated the constructivist paradigm. Hatch
(2002) suggests constructivism is rooted in the belief that the nature of reality assumes a world in
which no absolute realities exist. According to Crotty (1998), “In the constructionist view, as the
word suggests, meaning is not discovered but constructed” (p. 42). Piaget (1966) and Vygotsky
(1978) contributed heavily to the body of work related to constructivism through their similar
beliefs of the social construction of knowledge through individuals interacting with their social
environments. Research participants are believed to construct their realities through the
perspective of their experiences. Similarly, the input of participants in this study contributed to
the currently limited body of research by helping construct a foundation for better understanding
the experiences of academic coaches.
Theoretical Framework
In regards to theoretical framework, experiential learning theory and Kedem’s six stage
model of personal coaching were used for this study. Within the realm of experiential learning
theory, Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle was appropriate for this study. Kolb’s
experiential learning cycle presents four stages that a learner must live through or experience in
order to learn: concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active
experimentation (Merriam & Bierema, 2014). The lived experiences of academic coaches can be
better understood when viewed through the lens of the four stages of Kolb’s experiential learning
cycle. Similarly, Kedem’s (2006) model was appropriate for this study within the realm of
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coaching. The lived experiences of academic coaches can be better understood when viewed
through the lens of the six stages of Kedem’s model of personal coaching.
For the purpose of this study, the shared experience or phenomenon explored was the
lived experience of being an academic coach who works with at-risk students in higher
education. Specifically, this study examined the experiences of academic coaches to gain a
deeper understanding of what it means to be an academic coach. Phenomenology was an
applicable research approach for this study due to the shared experience of academic coaching.
Kolb’s experiential learning cycle was an appropriate theoretical framework as each of the four
stages of the cycle provides a clearer understanding of the participants’ experiences. For
example, experiencing the phenomenon, reflecting on the experience, identifying new
understandings gained from the experience, and applying new understandings in practice aided
in shaping the shared experiences of academic coaches into a practical format. Kedem’s six stage
model of personal coaching was an appropriate piece of the theoretical framework as each of the
six stages aids in providing a clearer understanding of the participants’ experiences. For instance,
it was helpful to have an existing coaching model with which to examine the experiences of
study participants and shape those shared experiences into a practical format. The goal of the
research was to gather and present the essence of what it means to be an academic coach from
the viewpoint of academic coaches.
Research Design
Research Questions. As mentioned in Chapter 1, the purpose of this research was to
develop a greater understanding of the experiences of academic coaches in higher education.
Four research questions guided this study:
1. How do academic coaches experience academic coaching sessions?
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2. How does the relationship between coach and student affect the academic coaching
experience?
3. How does the relationship between coach and supervisor affect the academic
coaching experience?
4. How does being a graduate assistant affect the academic coaching experience?
The research questions aided in answering the overarching question of this study which
was, “What does it mean to be an academic coach?”
Sample. According to Creswell (2007), having five or more participants in a
phenomenological study is customary. Guided by the literature, I selected six participants based
on specific criteria. These participants were from the same research site and had the lived
experience of being an academic coach in higher education. The information provided by these
participants helped to ensure a robust amount of information was obtained.
Participant Selection. The two types of sampling procedures used to secure participants
for this study were criterion sampling and snowball sampling. The first procedure, criterion
sampling, is a sampling process in which participants are carefully chosen based on meeting
critical predetermined criterion (Polkinghorne, 2005). Similarly, Creswell (2007) posits that
criterion sampling “… works well when all individuals studied represent people who have
experienced the phenomenon” (p. 128). The criteria used when selecting participants for this
study are as follows:


Participants must be graduate students



Participants must be serving as academic coaches at the research site as part of the
requirements of their graduate assistantships
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Participants must be willing to discuss their lived experiences as academic coaches at
the research site

Snowball sampling was the other type of sampling procedure used to garner
participants for this study. With snowball sampling, participants are often able to suggest other
candidates who may potentially take part in the study (Marshall, 1996). Snowball sampling is a
good fit for this study due to a participating academic coach at the research site being aware of
other academic coaches who may be interested in participating in the study.
Snowball and criterion sampling blend well, as the specific type of participants needed
can be selected based on predetermined criteria and those selected participants can suggest others
who also meet the criteria. Upon garnering the first participant, she was asked for
recommendations for other candidates to participate in the study. The participants in this study
were graduate students attending school and fulfilling the duties of a graduate assistantship,
which could have caused hesitation to make the additional time commitment needed to be a
participant. Therefore, the snowball sampling technique was helpful as a committed participant
was able to use existing relationships or connections to encourage other potential participants to
take part in the study. For this study, snowball sampling was a tool for contacting candidates who
the researcher would likely not have had the access or ability to reach.
The primary method for obtaining participants for this study was contacting the director
of the academic coaching program at the research site for assistance with recruiting participants
for the study. I informed the director of the details of the study and the criteria for selecting
participants. I asked the director for recommendations for qualified participants, as well as
requested that the director disseminate the study information to academic coaches to gauge their
interest in participating in the study
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In addition to the primary method mentioned, I strategically placed fliers around the
campus in areas frequented by the targeted population. For example, the academic coaching site
and student union are areas frequented by the type of participants sought for this study. The fliers
were posted in these areas after gaining the permission of the university. The fliers provided an
overview of the study to be conducted, expectations of participants, and contact information. If
interested in participating, the student would contact me to set up a meeting. While meeting with
any interested student, I incorporated snowball sampling to inquire if he or she had suggestions
of other candidates for the study. If other candidates were suggested, I requested that the student
disseminate the flier and information to those potential participants. Upon reaching the needed
number of participants for the study, I reviewed their attributes to ensure they met the criteria
outlined for study participants. Graduate assistants serving as academic coaches were selected
for this study due to there being no professional coaches employed or available at the research
site. Research participants are listed in the table below:
Table 1
Research Participants
Participant Name

Graduate Program Enrolled In

Karen

Counseling Educational Psychology (Doctoral)

Zoey

Counseling Educational Psychology (Masters)

Jo

Leadership & Policy Studies (Masters)

Becky

Counseling Educational Psychology (Masters)

Lee

Counseling Educational Psychology (Doctoral)

Kim

Counseling Educational Psychology (Doctoral)
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After finalizing the participants, I requested that each of them sign a consent form
approved by the Institutional Review Board. The consent form included the Institutional Review
Board’s contact information, as well as the researcher’s contact information. Additionally, the
consent form included frequently asked questions about participating in the study, and
information about the confidentiality of participants.
Research Site. The higher education institution selected for this dissertation study is a
public metropolitan research university located in the southeastern United States. For the purpose
of this study, the pseudonym of Mid-South University (MSU) was used to protect the privacy of
the institution. MSU currently has a student population of over 20,000 students, and is fully
accredited under the Commission on Colleges of the Southern Association of Colleges and
Schools.
MSU was selected for this study based on the existence of an academic coaching program
for undergraduate students at the institution. Furthermore, MSU was selected for this study due
to the ease of access with regards to identifying, contacting, and securing academic coaches as
participants. Similarly, the geographic location of the institution allowed for ease of access with
participants for data collection methods. In addition to access, cost and time were other important
factors in the selection of the research site. There was no financial backing for this study, and
conducting it at MSU was free of charge. The ease of access lent itself to reducing the amount of
time needed to conduct the study, which was important due to this study being conducted as a
dissertation study by a graduate student researcher.
Data Collection. According to Glesne (2011), qualitative researchers encourage
participants to express their thoughts as much as possible. Likewise, this qualitative study
attempted to gather as much participant feedback as possible about the experiences of academic
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coaches in higher education. For this study, five types of data collection methods were used. One
semi-structured interview with each participant, a focus group interview with participants,
member checking, journaling, and field notes during interviews were the data collection methods
for this dissertation study. The data collection methods incorporated a blend of face-to-face and
digital communication. Each form of data collection informed the other methods of data
collection. For example, individual interviews led to member checking and journaling, while also
involving field notes during the interviews. The data from these processes helped to shape the
approach to the focus group interview. The data from the focus group interview led to more
member checks and journaling, while including the field notes taken during the focus group.
Essentially, all data collection continued to build on and lend to itself throughout the study.
Individual Interviews. The initial method of data collection was a face-to-face,
individual interview with each participant. The interview was semi-structured and took place in a
conference room at the research site to ensure privacy and quality audio recording of the
proceeding. I contacted each participant via phone or e-mail communication to arrange a time
and date for the interview. I was able to interview each participant within a two-week time
period at the research site. The face-to-face interviews were my first in-person interaction with
the participants.
The semi-structured interviews were aligned with Merriam’s (2002) description which
states that these interviews are “guided by a list of questions or issues to be explored, and neither
the exact wording nor the order of the questions is determined ahead of time” (p. 13). I had a
loosely structured interview guide prepared prior to the interviews, but I asked a few questions
not included in the interview guide. Any questions asked that were not included in the interview
guide were based on the responses of the participants, and used as a method for collecting
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additional, potentially richer data. Each interview was a minimum of forty-five minutes and no
longer than an hour and a half. It was important for the interviews to have a structure yet remain
flexible enough to accommodate the differences that existed within participants’ interviews. The
interviews were recorded with a digital audio recording device, as well as a cellular phone. By
employing multiple recording devices, I ensured that no data went uncollected.
Upon completion of each individual interview, I began transcribing the recorded audio as
soon as possible. The transcription process typically began within the first twenty-hours
following the interview, and was completed as quickly as possible. The audio was transcribed
through listening to the recorded audio with headphones and typing verbatim into a word
processing document. I included stuttering, repetitive words, laughter, sighs, and misspoken
phrases as a part of transcribing the recorded audio verbatim to ensure true representation of the
data. The audio was listened to many times after the initial transcription and any needed
corrections were made in order to ensure an accurate representation of the collected data. The
interview transcription was then member checked with the appropriate study participant and
changes, if needed, were made to ensure the highest level of accuracy of the collected data.
Focus Group. The second data collection method was a focus group interview. I
incorporated a focus group due to the similar lived experiences of the study participants, limited
time frame in which to collect data, and likelihood that participants may be more willing to share
information in a group setting that they were uncertain about sharing in the individual interviews
(Creswell, 2007). Additionally, I chose a focus group as a data collection method because a
participant may share ideas or experiences that trigger new thoughts or ideas from another
participant. The birth of new ideas and experiences not previously shared in the face-to-face
individual interviews led to richer data collection and perhaps a more meaningful study.
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The goal was for all study participants to participate in the focus group interview. After
multiple scheduling attempts, five of the six study participants were able to participate in the
focus group. I created a Doodle online, which is an online tool for scheduling a meeting at a time
that is convenient for everyone involved. The web link for the Doodle was e-mailed to all
participants with numerous days and times available to indicate availability for the focus group.
Upon reviewing the Doodle and pinpointing the day and time which worked best for all
participants, I communicated via e-mail the time, date, and location of the focus group interview.
I conducted the focus group three to three and a half weeks after the completion of the individual
interviews. Similar to the individual interviews, the focus group lasted roughly an hour in length.
The focus group took place in the same location at the research site as the individual interviews
to ensure privacy and adequate audio recording quality. I used two audio recording devices to
ensure all data was collected, and transcribed afterwards. The transcription was then member
checked to ensure the accuracy of transcription and interpretations. The questions for the focus
group were derived from the trends or themes that emerged through analyzing the individual
interviews, member checks, journaling, and field notes.
Member Checking. According to Harper and Cole (2012), “Member checking continues
to be an important quality control process in qualitative research as during the course of
conducting a study, participants receive the opportunity to review their statements for accuracy
…” (p. 510). Creswell (2007) posits that member checks can include sharing findings with
participants and allowing them to analyze and comment on them. For this study, I provided
participants with e-mail communications that included the transcription of their individual
interview and focus group, as well as any interpretations of the data for review. If a participant
happened to find a potential discrepancy in the transcript or had other comments or questions, I

50

requested that the participant suggest a place and time to meet to discuss his or her concerns or to
communicate via e-email or phone. The overarching purpose of member checking in this study
was to make an effort to decrease the occurrence of incorrect data or incorrect data interpretation
(Moustakas, 1994). Member checking communication was distributed within one week
following the individual interview and one week following the focus group interview. According
to Seidman (2006), this time period is adequate for proper reflection on the subject by both the
researcher and participants.
The e-mail format of member checking was beneficial to the data collection process for
various reasons. The participants were able to take their time in reading over the material and
forming responses before submitting, if needed. The participants were familiar with the e-mail
communication format, which may have led to a level of comfort that encouraged richer
responses to the questions. This format allowed for participants to make comments within the
transcription document, if needed, to provide clarity, answer questions about interpretations of
data, and suggest corrections to transcribed audio. Additionally, participants may have felt a
greater sense of privacy or safety with an e-mail response, which could have led to more in-depth
data being collected through this method.
Journaling. For the duration of the study, I maintained a journal of my experiences as a
qualitative researcher. Following each significant moment, I was sure to create a journal entry.
For example, journaling took place about the prospectus defense, Institutional Review Board
approval, participant selection process, interview process, focus group process, member checking
process, meetings with my dissertation chair, and so on. Journal writing afforded the opportunity
for self-reflection, reflection on participant input, and documenting thoughts along the journey of
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completing the study. Additionally, the journal writing process was used as a tool for tracking
my own subjectivities throughout the study (Trochim, Donnelly, & Arora, 2015).
Field Notes. Throughout each individual and focus group interview, field notes were
taken as a form of data collection. As participants answered interview questions, I was sure to
make note of any observations via an ink pen and note pad. I time-stamped each note so that I
could go back to the exact moment in the recorded audio or transcription to form a complete
representation of what was taking place at that given time. Field notes were a meaningful form of
data collection in this study as they provided non-verbal and contextual details of particular
moments of the individual and focus group interviews (Tong, Sainsbury, & Craig, 2007).
Data Analysis
Triangulation. According to Flick (2004), “In social research the term ‘triangulation’ is
used to refer to the observation of the research issue from (at least) two different points” (p. 178).
Triangulation was used in this qualitative study to seek validation. For this study, I triangulated
the data by incorporating individual interviews, a focus group, member checking, journaling, and
field notes during interviews to capture the experiences of academic coaches. The various
methods used in this study fit the definition of triangulation of data, which Flick (2004) states is
the combination of “… data drawn from different sources and at different times, in different
places or from different people” (p. 178). The combination of these methods allowed me to
observe the experiences of academic coaches from two or more points and have data collected
from various sources at various times.
Thematic Analysis. I used thematic analysis to explore the data collected in this study.
This inductive, or bottom-up, approach facilitated the process of transforming raw data into
analyzed themes. The steps were to analyze the raw data collected by transcribing, reading and
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re-reading, coding, organizing codes into possible themes, reviewing and defining the themes,
and then presenting the themes with analysis. While using thematic analysis, it was important to
avoid letting my personal assumptions or biases shape the findings of the study.
The thematic analysis conducted in this study followed the phases of thematic analysis
outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). The phases of thematic analysis presented by Braun and
Clarke (2006) include: familiarizing yourself with the data, generating initial codes, searching for
themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the report. While this
study used Braun and Clarke’s guidelines for thematic analysis, it is important to mention that
these guidelines were adapted to best fit the data and research questions of this particular study,
as suggested by Patton (1990).
Reading, Coding, Identifying Themes. Raw data was collected through five different
methods. The five methods of data collection included an individual interview with each
participant, focus group interview, member checking, journaling, and field notes during
interviews. All collected data was read and re-read many times, which led to initial codes being
created and relevant data assigned to each code. I coded the data by hand, which according to
Glesne (2011) is an ongoing process of making sense of the collected data that is applicable to
the purpose of your research study. This coding by hand was completed with the use of different
colored highlighters and ink pens to specify certain patterns, ideas, emotions, or data segments
within the collected data. A particular color would indicate that piece of extracted data was
assigned to a particular code. For example, a participant’s quote may be highlighted with the
color green, which would indicate the extracted data falls under the “helping people” code,
which is also the color green. Another example would be a participant’s emotions during an
individual interview captured through field notes being highlighted blue, which would indicate it
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aligns with the “happiness” code that is also blue in color. Through reading and re-reading the
transcriptions and all other collected data and coding by hand, I gained an in-depth
understanding of the data that may not be achieved through alternative means of coding such as a
computer program.
After much time was dedicated to coding, I began to sort codes into potential themes.
After potential themes were identified, I checked back over any codes not assigned to a potential
theme to see if they could be incorporated as well. The data extracts within the codes were then
checked to ensure the extracted data matched up well with the potential themes. An important
part of the process was to determine whether potential themes could be combined or become
sub-themes of another theme. Analysis of the potential themes took place throughout this process
in order to better clarify and eventually name the themes appropriately. A last step was to select
rich data extracts within each theme for use in the presentation and discussion of findings, as
well as shaping up the analysis that would tie back to the research questions and associated
literature.
Representation. I created a summary of the interactions and information provided by
each participant. I believe it is important to exhibit the individual experiences of each participant,
as it can serve to show how individual experiences can build to a shared experience. Following
the individual experiences, I presented the themes or trends that emerged through data analysis. I
structured chapter four to present each theme in its own section, which was comprised of the
findings of the data analysis.
Academic Rigor
Confidentiality. Participants in this study shared information about their experiences as
academic coaches, which could have involved revealing sensitive material about themselves and
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others. Due to this inherent risk, I took the necessary steps to protect the privacy of the
participants by ensuring their anonymity. A few strategies were implemented to assure
confidentiality. As mentioned previously, participants were asked to sign a consent form
approved by the Institutional Review Board. The consent form outlined the research project,
explained how confidentiality would be met, and provided the contact information of both the
Institutional Review Board and the researcher. Additionally, research participants and the
institution at which the participants were academic coaches were given pseudonyms to further
guarantee anonymity.
I requested no more information than minimally necessary to complete the study. Beyond
ensuring the participants met the outlined criteria to take part in the study, I did not request any
other information which may have affected the privacy of an individual. Any digital information
obtained was stored on a personal computer under password protection, and destroyed upon
completion of the study. Any physical documents or forms were shredded and properly disposed
of by a "Shred It" company or a similar neutral shred disposal company.
Subjectivity Statement. Within qualitative research, Ratner (2002) recognizes “… the
subjectivity of the researcher is intimately involved in scientific research” (p. 1). Therefore, it is
essential to be aware of how the subjectivity of the researcher can potentially affect objectivity
(Ratner, 2002). The setting aside of one’s experiences in order to approach the research from a
clear point of view is pertinent for a qualitative researcher (Moustakas, 1994). Bracketing, the
setting aside of one’s beliefs, was used as a method for framing my subjectivities in this study.
According to Ashworth (1999), “…bracketing became the resolve to set aside theories, research
presuppositions, ready-made interpretations etc., in order to reveal engaged, lived experience” (p.
707). Furthermore, presuppositions must remain suspended, or bracketed, throughout the study
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(Ashworth, 1999). For the purpose of this study, I shared in the following paragraphs how my
experiences with academic coaching have shaped me.
As a former professional staff member at the institution where the study took place, I
have worked closely with students who have been affected by academic coaching, and more
specifically, academic coaches. These students were eligible for academic coaching and chose to
fully participate, partially participate, or not participate at all. Full participation is defined as
meeting regularly with an academic coach, partial participation reflects initially meeting with an
academic coach but ceasing attendance after just a few coaching sessions, and no participation
describes never meeting with an academic coach. Through my professional work, I have
interacted with students who fall into each category.
Students have shared with me their feedback about the academic coaching process, as
well as the academic coaches. In regards to academic coaches, the students’ experiences shared
with me ranged the scale of negative to positive. Students regularly meeting with an academic
coach tended to describe academic coaches favorably, while partial attendees reported negatives
and positives. Non-attendees did not have much information to share about academic coaches.
This student feedback has shaped my pre-existing thoughts about academic coaches, and it will
be important to remain cognizant of this fact throughout the research process to reduce
subjectivity.
In addition to student feedback, institutional knowledge as a professional staff member
has influenced my purview of academic coaching and academic coaches. I have surface level
knowledge of how the academic coaching program operates at the institution, as well as the
requirements to be an academic coach. I am aware of the criteria that needs to be met for a
student to be eligible for academic coaching, which lends to knowing the general student
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population that academic coaches are serving through coaching sessions. Additionally, I am
aware of the positive outcomes associated with academic coaching at the institution. While
institutional knowledge shapes my pre-existing view of academic coaches as a whole, I do not
personally know any current academic coach at the institution. I have not previously interacted
with any current academic coach in any manner.
As a part of my doctoral studies, I have written many papers on the topics of academic
coaching, academic coaches, and coachees. Researching the literature over time has brought an
increased understanding of the topic. The combination of prior research and my personal
experiences has led me to the point I am today in regards to academic coaches.
Risks and Benefits. As aforementioned, participants in this study shared information
about their experiences as academic coaches, which could have involved revealing sensitive
material about themselves and others. There was a certain level of risk involved in sharing
experiences that may not necessarily shed a positive light on individuals, groups, programs, or
institutions. Such risks may have included, but were not limited to the loss of a graduate
assistantship, pushback from a supervisor, or being ostracized within the coaching community.
Although measures were taken to ensure the highest likelihood of anonymity, there was still
some minimal risk involved with participating in this study.
I believe several benefits could have resulted from this study. The first area of benefits
was related to the study participants. Participants may have gained a greater understanding of
what it means to be an academic coach through participating in the data collection processes. As
participants reflected on their individual experiences and shared coaching experiences with other
coaches in a focus group, a higher level of comprehension may have resulted. This higher level
of understanding and sharing with others may have led to a validation of the participants’

57

experiences. Additionally, a sense of community may have resulted from the focus group
interaction, as participants may have realized there are others with similar lived experiences. I
believe improved performance in the future coaching practices of participants may take place as
a result of the sharing of experiences and best practices. On a large scale, academic coaching
programs at other similar institutions may be able to use the findings of this study to contribute
to creating or modeling what academic coaches should be doing and experiencing in their roles.
Beyond the intrinsic benefits for participants, a variety of other benefits can result from
this study. Students, or coachees, may benefit from participants gaining a greater understanding
of what it means to be an academic coach. The improved performance of academic coaches may
better serve the needs of coachees. As coachees are better served, colleges and universities may
benefit from increased retention and graduation numbers resulting from academic coaching
efforts. Institutions may also benefit financially from a higher number of students being retained
and graduated. The higher number of college graduates may improve the quality of the
workforce, which benefits society at-large.
As described, there were intrinsic benefits for the participants in this study. However,
there were no extrinsic benefits provided. Specifically, participants did not receive any type of
monetary benefit, bonus, or other tangible reward for participating in the study. The participants
chose to take part in this study on a voluntary basis.
Conclusion
This chapter outlined the methodology pertaining to this study. In review, the chapter
covered the following topics: methodology, epistemology, theoretical framework, research
design, data analysis, and academic rigor. Chapter Four will communicate the findings of the
study, which include the themes that were found from analyzing the data from individual
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interviews, focus group interview, member checking, journaling, and field notes during
interviews. Chapter Five will answer the research questions that guided this study, and also
discuss the findings presented in Chapter Four. This discussion will take place through relating
the findings to the body of existing literature, as well as gauging the implications of the findings
for academic coaching in higher education and future research. Additionally, the overarching
question of this study will be answered and discussed. A conclusion will serve the purpose of
concluding the study.
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Chapter 4
Findings
Chapter Four presents the findings that came from the collected data and is divided into
two main sections. The first section tells the story of each study participant based on their
individual experiences as an academic coach. Vignettes using each coach’s words are
incorporated to present his or her individual experiences. The findings presented in
phenomenological studies can benefit from vignettes of participants, as long as the
confidentiality of participants is not compromised (Lester, 1999). In the second section of
Chapter Four, the themes emerging from the collected data are presented. Each theme was found
through examining the data collected from individual interviews, a focus group, member
checking, journaling, and field notes during interviews to capture the shared essence of the
experiences of the academic coaches participating in the study. Also, I was able to link the
themes to the research questions. Phenomenology explores the essence and meaning of a lived
experience for a person or group of people. The focus is on the individual and shared meanings
of a phenomenon, which is the reasoning for presenting individual experiences, as well as the
themes that emerged from the collected data (Magana, 2002).
Karen’s Experiences
Karen is a doctoral student in the Counseling Educational Psychology program at MidSouth University (MSU). She serves as an academic coach at MSU for twenty hours per week to
fulfill the requirements of her graduate assistantship. She indicated that she has been an
academic coach for, “A really long time…a little over two years. Yeah, I’m thinking at least two
years off the top of my head.”
In an individual interview, Karen described a routine coaching session as follows:
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I would say that the student comes in, and of course I ask how they’re doing and to fill
me in. Depending on the student, it could be, “Okay I’m fine and things are going well,”
or something else. Then what will happen is I’ll have them check in. I have a task sheet
every time I meet with the student. I will have things for them to do between this meeting
and the next time. So I would check in for specific tasks to see what has been completed,
and then I will get on MyMSU (university’s website) to go on eMSU (online classroom
platform) to look for the student’s grades to see if they have been posted. Then, you know
about those, a lot of times they are not there, you know. Many professors do not put
things on eMSU, and that’s not frustrating at all…that was sarcasm, of course. And so,
yeah, then I make a copy of the task sheet for them, because they get one and I get one. I
just have them wrack their brain to see if there’s anything else I can help them with or if
they want to check in about anything else.
Karen felt that the basic structure of academic coaching sessions was good, since it gave coaches
something to go by when meeting with students. The basic structure was provided by the
supervisor and learned through training and experience. However, she indicated that coaches
develop their own style over time which makes the structure appear to be varied. She shared,
“Everyone does coaching differently and I’m comfortable with that.” Karen described working
with students who were open to suggestions as the most enjoyable part of coaching sessions. The
most challenging part of coaching was described as, “The lack of privacy. It was frustrating. I
mean, that’s it, because it’s hard to delve deeper because you know a lot of times there are
underlying issues that students don’t feel comfortable discussing in an open environment.”
Karen had the expectation that students would be open, honest, and responsible enough to
show up for coaching appointments. In addition to a lack of privacy, students “no showing” for
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appointments was mentioned as a challenge of being an academic coach despite high
expectations. Karen stated, “I did not realize that ‘no shows’ would be such an issue, but the
longer I coached I came to see it was one of our biggest challenges.” When asked about her
personal approach to coaching in an individual interview, Karen replied:
I think that varies from coach to coach. For me, I like to take a laid-back approach of I’m
going to offer you suggestions and it’s up to you to do the footwork. Kind of putting it in
the students’ hands and they have a choice in the matter. I would say my tone is more
laid-back, but I also want to hold people accountable as well. So that can kind of, you
know, come across as stern at times, but I think of myself as more laid-back.
Karen went on to describe one of her most memorable experiences in a coaching session:
You know, okay, I can think of one. This one was most recently. I had a student who at
first she was very standoffish and did not want to be here. I went through the process, the
initial, I guess you would call it initial coaching session. By the end, she was about to
leave and she asked if she could give me a hug. I mean, that was very sweet. I mean, I
was just like, wow! I think that is one of the ones that stands out to me right at this
moment.
The memorable experience shared by Karen fell into line with her views on the
relationship dynamics between her and her coachees. She sees herself as a fellow traveler with
students on their journey, and a cheerleader when needed. Karen quipped the following about the
coach-coachee relationship:
I feel that relationship could look like, just like, fellow traveler. I’ve been there, I’ve done
that, I like to share my personal experiences. I know what it’s like to be in that life and
getting an undergraduate degree. I would hope for it to be kind of like a person who is
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walking through it all in collaboration with the other. So, fellow traveler, cheerleader, but
I don’t do cheers [laughs].
Karen felt that the relationships with her coachees changed over time, as students naturally
became more comfortable with her and the process of coaching. She mentioned it is important to
talk about life, but also to be sure to bring the focus back to academics. Karen stated, “I think
that students become more comfortable. I think everyone that comes to coaching, or the majority
that do, they are initially scared. So they definitely become more comfortable over time.”
Karen expressed that the relationships formed with coachees definitely shaped her
experience as a coach:
I’ve learned throughout the process, well, I’ve got more of an idea how to help them, I
guess. So it (the relationships) provides me with information. Also, I’ve learned through
students not being honest that they are not always going to be honest. So I know to kind
of hold them accountable and also call them out when needed. If I check the grades on
eMSU and it does not match up with their story, it makes me ask them ‘Why did you
want to lie to me about that?’ So, the lack of honesty in some relationships, yeah.
Karen cited lack of privacy in the coaching environment as a roadblock to relationship building
with some students.
Karen shared in her individual interview that quality supervision has played a major role
in her success and long tenure as an academic coach. More specifically, the relationship with her
supervisor has been a positive one. Karen stated, “I mean, I feel that the relationship I formed,
how would I describe that? I would say I’m honest with her. I feel comfortable with her. I feel
from the get-go, it has been open and honest. She is approachable.” Availability and an opendoor policy, as well as the relaxed atmosphere of the coaching environment, were consistently
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mentioned as positive characteristics of her supervisor. Karen believes the relationship with her
supervisor, “…makes me more confident that I can provide immediate solutions for students. I
know I can walk around the corner to get answers, and if she doesn’t know where to get answers,
she can point me in the right direction.” Karen felt that her supervisor was supportive:
Well, I feel that she has been supportive in taking into consideration things that I’ve
learned along the way. I’ve been here for several years. I got my masters’ degree here and
I’m now working on my doctorate. I’ve been doing the coaching since it was like a
scholarship thing. So I think the fact that she was willing to listen to me and my
experiences and how that impacted me and the students and whatnot, I think that that
makes a difference in my experience.
In regards to being a graduate student serving as an academic coach, Karen felt that some
aspects of the coaching experience were affected and some were not. Karen did not believe that
the relationships with her coachees or supervisor were affected by being a graduate student. She
did mention that being a graduate student forced her to learn what worked for her with time
management. She expressed some challenges of being a graduate student while coaching:
I think that it can be like, I think it can be a lot of stress from the assignments that I have
coming up due of my own. I think that can be felt from the students. Maybe I’m rushing
in their sessions, or maybe I am just kind of distracted. I think those things are palpable
over time. Yeah, that’s my answer, final answer.
When considering what it would be like to be a full-time professional coach rather than a
graduate assistant, Karen stated, “I think I would have my own office. That would be extremely
helpful! I think that as well, if this were a full-time position for me, I think I would in some way,
confidential right? I think I would take it more seriously. Yeah, so that is what it is.” She felt that
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the only rewarding part of being a graduate student while coaching was financial gain. Karen
shared, “I mean, I don’t think my being a graduate assistant impacts my relationship with
students. I don’t think it, yeah, I don’t think it affects anything but it is rewarding. I think having
my school paid for is rewarding.”
Zoey’s Experiences
Zoey is a graduate student in the Counseling Educational Psychology masters’ program at
Mid-South University (MSU). She serves as an academic coach at MSU for twenty hours per
week to fulfill the requirements of her graduate assistantship. She indicated that she has been an
academic coach for, “About one year now. Yeah, it is time for me to decide on coming back to
do this for another year, so it has been roughly a year. I am definitely going to be an academic
coach again, it was a good experience and relevant to my program of study.”
In an individual interview, Zoey described the structure of a routine coaching session as
follows:
My first thought is there is no structure. If they need to talk about something besides
school, I will let them talk about something else. Sometimes I do that, depending on the
student and how well the student is doing, and if I’m not trying to figure out how you
missed about five classes what I do about that [laughs]. There might be a self-care
worksheet or a personality worksheet that I will do with the student. So it’s just like
therapy in a lot of ways. You’re creating a relationship and a space for the student to feel
welcome in order to try to intuit their need. Then, of course, there are just the basics like
checking their grades, and seeing how they are doing. Teachers don’t always post their
grades online, so you check their grades and they can tell you as honestly as they can or
you can see it from a visible standpoint, but that doesn’t mean it’s true necessarily
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because you might not see the whole picture. But the biggest thing is seeing their grades
and having to trust them that they are actually doing what they say every time.
Zoey mentioned her struggles early on as a coach, as she was frustrated with not knowing what
to do with a student. However, coaching sessions became easier to navigate as the semester
progressed and she learned more information and proper contexts. Zoey explained, “I was just
going off of me last semester. Um, but because I have an idea of structure this semester is more
like, ‘Oh, this is what I need to get done and this is something we could do.’”
Zoey shared that she feels the coaching sessions are less relational in nature now that she
goes by a given structure rather than blindly feeling her way through each session. However, she
believes the structure gives her the ability to better shape the direction of a coaching session.
Zoey clarified, “Yeah absolutely, I have complete control [laughs]. Yes, there is that control. I
can move a session accordingly and I can say ‘Okay so you’re not doing well here, let’s focus on
this and let’s teach this.’” She came to realize the direction she takes a coaching session depends
on each student’s needs and attributes. She admitted that she can do whatever she wants with a
session, but if it is not meeting the student’s needs and they are not internalizing the information,
then the session is unsuccessful. In regards to challenges, she did not feel that the structure or
curriculum was challenging, nor did she identify her side of student interaction as difficult. She
explained:
The student’s interaction is the most challenging part depending on how the student is
doing, how well the student is doing. What’s challenging is when I don’t feel like a
student is being completely honest and telling me the whole truth. So then it’s like, so do
you confront the student, how do you confront the student about I know you’re not doing
well?
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Zoey was visibly frustrated with the described challenge that she faces as an academic coach.
She indicated that it is tough to verbalize or act on what she is sensing, because there is often not
physical or tangible evidence to help the student understand.
Additional challenges that Zoey experienced were frustration with “no show” students
missing appointments and the lack of privacy in the coaching environment. Zoey stated in an
individual interview, “For me, no shows can be difficult, but I think it is up to the student and
what they want to get out of coaching. It is a choice they are making, and I don’t think that
reflects on me.” She continued, “I want my own space to decorate is one reason why the lack of
privacy is hard for me [laughs].’ At least partly rooted in her counseling background, Zoey
expounded on the frustration stemming from not connecting with a coachee:
When I don’t connect with students, it’s tough. I mean, I’m going to be a therapist so it’s
all about connection for me. What I enjoy least is when I don’t connect with them. When
I don’t connect with them, I don’t give them as much attention. It’s not as easy for me, so
if I don’t connect with the student, or if I could connect with the student but the student
doesn’t really care about the relationship, then it’s like, ‘Oh well I’m just going to check
your grades and you’re gone.’ It’s just a 15 minute session and I’m just doing what I’m
supposed to do in making sure you’re on track. Sure, I’ll help you but that’s what I like
least is when there’s no connection and we check grades and you’re going to be on your
merry way.
In contrast to frustrations, Zoey went on to share what she enjoys most about coaching
sessions:
Interactions with students are rewarding. Um, like, I like it when they feel comfortable
enough to be them and not only to check grades but to where they open up and engage
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with me. So there were a couple of students that I have that are more abstract thinkers and
because they are more abstract thinkers we can have those good conversations. And the
students want to have those conversations and engage in those conversations. So those
relate to really fun conversations for me and I just like the interaction and the connection
with the students.
In her experience as a coach, she found that some students change over time and some do not.
She enjoyed the students who progressed from simply talking about school-related topics early
on to opening up more about their personal life and issues by the end of the semester. Zoey also
discovered that confrontation with students is not necessarily negative in all instances. She gave
a couple of examples of confrontation:
If I can confront certain aspects, I think that can change the relationship. My last semester
there was a girl that I could just tell that she didn’t want to be there, and I was like, ‘You
don’t want to be here do you? And she was like no.’ So, that actually opened up the
relationship. I don’t know if that would necessarily work in all cases. Yeah, there is
another student who I wasn’t connecting with and like all of a sudden I started being
really sarcastic and he actually responded to that. So it’s just so different for each student.
Zoey shared more positives about her coaching experience as she said, “Yeah, I think my
students having a good experience is what shapes the experience for me. So like, it affirms what
I’m doing and it also confirms me as a person too.” She indicated her desire to help people and
see them grow, which leads to a rewarding experience for her as a coach. “Those experiences
when you see student success, that does really shape your experience in a positive way and feels
rewarding,” she stated.
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Zoey stressed the importance of having a high quality supervisor, and spoke favorably
about her experiences with her coaching supervisor. She indicated in an individual interview, “I
love my supervisor. She is very easy to relate to and easy to get along with … She always wants
to hear ideas and is open to what we are seeing and wants feedback. Yeah, it’s been great.” Zoey
felt that the relationship with her supervisor followed the lines of basic organizational hierarchy,
but still ultimately viewed the relationship as a partnership. She clarified, “Knowing that she
(supervisor) is leading and you are following and accepting your role as the follower of the
supervisor. From there you partner together to serve students.” In comparison to past supervisors
at other jobs, Zoey described her coaching supervisor as much more connected and as a partner,
rather than a “distant authority” or “dictator.”
She continued to share about how her supervisor has influenced her experiences as an
academic coach:
Well, I haven’t wanted to quit [laughs], so I think that it makes me want to stay. I hear
other people’s experiences on other campus jobs and they hate being there. A lot of that
is set by your supervisor and your leaders determine the atmosphere. Your leaders
determine your experience to some degree, and so I feel like me not wanting to leave in
the environment I’m in says a lot about how my relationship with her has been and how
she shapes the experience.
Zoey pointed to her supervisor’s realistic expectations as yet another positive, and did not cite
any negative attributes. Zoey indicated that her supervisor respected the fact that she was still a
graduate student, and did not attempt to burden her with an unrealistic workload. She also
provided examples of effective communication by her coaching supervisor:
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She is really good at communicating. One of my students called her and said that there
was an emergency in her dorm and she wasn’t coming to coaching. My supervisor
communicated with me so that I did not have to come into work early for no reason …
Last semester, I went to a concert out of town and got in really late. I told her the students
on my schedule have come to see me seven times already and that’s the quota, this will
be the eighth time. I said, ‘I’m coming in late is that a big deal, can I just cancel them?’
She was like, ‘Sure or I’ll see them for you.’ She is super helpful!
Zoey believed being a graduate student has had a positive impact on her experience as an
academic coach:
Well, I’m in the clinical mental health counseling program. The skills that I’m taught in
clinical mental health counseling have transferred very well to coaching. They are
transferable skills to any relationship, so being in grad school and learning about how to
interact with people and how to be a therapist so to speak, just easily transfers into a oneon-one relationship with a student. It fits, it’s counseling except it’s not like in a
counseling setting where the doors are shut and there is a specific goal. It’s more like a
psychoeducational therapy session to me, where you’re just teaching basic skills. That’s
what it’s like to me, relevant.
Zoey felt that being a graduate student afforded her the opportunity to connect with students on a
real level. The relatability factor of being in school helped many of her coachees connect to her
and be more open to the coaching process. When considering what it would be like to be a fulltime professional coach rather than a graduate assistant, Zoey stated, “I couldn’t do homework
[laughs]. Yeah, I don’t see being a coach as a full-time position … From my experience, I just
don’t see it as a full-time position.”
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In discussing the potential challenges of being a graduate student and a coach, Zoey said,
“I don’t find it that challenging. I think the hardest part about it is actually wanting to go into the
office when I could be doing schoolwork … Time management isn’t really that difficult for me.”
In contrast, Zoey did find many rewards in being a graduate student and an academic coach:
Um, so in my specific position as a grad student, as an academic coach, and as a
counseling student, I get to utilize my skills. The most rewarding part is getting to
actually practice what I’m learning. That would be what is rewarding for me, helping
students through that … Even if I wasn’t a grad assistant and this was just my job, there
would always be the management of doing this job and learning something else. It’s
really just something I would do normally, so the grad assistant part doesn’t make it
harder.
Jo’s Experiences
Jo is a graduate student pursuing her masters’ degree in Leadership & Policy Studies with
a Student Personnel Concentration at Mid-South University (MSU). She serves as an academic
coach at MSU for twenty hours per week to fulfill the requirements of her graduate assistantship.
She described her tenure as an academic coach as, “This has been a great two years for me. I
have learned a lot and gained experience that I need for my career. I want to work in higher ed
and this gave me great experience for it.”
In an individual interview, Jo described her experiences in a routine coaching session as
follows:
Normally, when the student comes in, I usually try to talk to them, and see how their day
and week is going since the last time we met. Then, we kind of log into everything, and I
have them log into their eMSU account. We will go class by class and look over the
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assignments that are posted. We go over the grades and see if there is any way they can
improve their grades. Then, we will look at the syllabi in their planner, and look at future
assignments to come up with a course plan on how to do their future assignments. Then,
usually I give them a goals list at the end to do for the next two weeks before we meet
again.
Jo enjoyed having a structure for coaching sessions, but admitted to falling into the same routine
with all students at times. She stressed the importance of focusing on each student as a unique
individual, and working to meet their needs rather than approaching each session the same. Some
coaching sessions did not involve closely following the structure or guidelines, as Jo felt it was
more important to meet the student where they were with their issues before dealing with
academics. However, she shared, “Sometimes if we get to talking a little too much at the
beginning, I will reel it back in ... Sometimes the students just want to talk, but I have to remind
them that we’re here for their academics.”
Jo highlighted some of the most challenging aspects of her coaching experience, which
ranged from institutional knowledge to coachee-related issues. Jo admitted, “Whenever they
have financial aid questions, I don’t really know much about financial aid … I feel bad because I
feel like they think I should know, but I don’t feel confident enough to tell them what I think is
right.” In the individual interview, she was noticeably frustrated with her lack of institutional
knowledge in certain instances, but cited campus technology upgrades as being beneficial to
coaching efforts. Jo shared that technology upgrades allowed academic coaches to use a software
system to track student attendance, grades, and other background information. In regards to her
coachees, Jo identified the following as her biggest challenge:
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The ones that are really difficult are the ones that I can’t get them to open up to me or I
can’t really get them to talk. They have this “I shouldn’t be here” attitude. I find it is the
most difficult just because I feel like I’m forcing them to talk to me. I feel like they’re not
going to learn anything, and they are not getting anything out of it because they are not
open to it. So, I think it is really dependent on the student’s attitude and that can make it
the most difficult.
Conversely, Jo was eager to share memorable experiences and positive outcomes of her
academic coaching duties:
Um, I had one girl; I can’t remember when it was. I had one that she struggled the
semester before, but it was a good experience because she was telling me how, like, that
she was talking to her mom and telling her that she owes her success for that semester to
me. I just felt like, I don’t know, like, that made me feel really good. That one really
stood out to me … I would say it was rewarding.
She went on to share what she enjoyed most about coaching sessions:
When it finally clicks with them! Like, when they finally realize college really isn’t that
hard as long as you show up to class and do your homework. Yeah, you have challenging
classes, but it’s really not that hard. I feel it’s awesome when they finally realize instead
of binge watching TV for three hours I could do homework for like an hour and still
watch TV for two hours. I like the fact when it finally clicks in their mind and they
finally realize like, ‘I can do this.’ For a lot of them they just, a lot of them didn’t know
how to do college in a way. I love seeing the part where they start coming into sessions
and may have less to talk about because they are on top of all their stuff. Then I’m like, ‘I
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don’t know what to talk to you about today because you are on top of everything.’ I’m
like, ‘Have you done this already?’ They say, ‘Yeah,’ and I’m like, ‘That’s perfect.’
Jo believes the majority of her interactions with students have been very positive. She has a
realistic outlook that not all students are going to talk to her or be overly successful
academically, but the relationship formed with each coachee tends to be a positive one. Jo feels it
is important to build rapport with the students first, which allows for a better connection later in
the semester. However, she pointed out, “Most of us are young, and I feel like the students can
connect with us. But we also have to draw that line to let them know this is still a professional
relationship and to treat us like a superior.”
Jo expressed in an individual interview that she landed the graduate assistantship position
as an academic coach in an interesting way, which involved the coaching supervisor reaching
out:
So, this isn’t the first graduate assistantship that I applied to. I didn’t get the one that I
wanted, so I honestly didn’t know what academic coaching was. The supervisor got a
hold of me and asked me do you want to do academic coaching, and I was like sure. But
like throughout the course I have actually started enjoying it and it actually shaped the
career path I want to go into. So, I was leaning more towards academic advising, but now
I want to work in more of a student success center or with retention students. So, it kind
of guided me towards the path of higher education that I want to go into. I found it
rewarding working with the students. I’m so glad my supervisor reached out initially,
which started off our relationship on a good note.
Jo described her relationship with her supervisor as a great one, and expressed how much she
loves working for her. She explained, “I feel like we have a good bond because we will talk
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about academic coaching, but she also makes sure that we are doing good in class and our
personal lives are going good as well.” Jo feels as though her supervisor does an excellent job of
modeling how to coach students through the way she supervises the coaching staff. Jo’s
supervisor inquires and provides suggestions to help academic coaches’ personal and academic
lives go well, which is essentially what Jo believes she does as a coach for her coachees.
Jo talked through the details of the unique relationship with her coaching supervisor
versus supervisors at other jobs in the past:
I was friends with her before she took over as my supervisor, so that’s kind of an
adjustment that she went from just a friend that I hang out with to being my supervisor.
So, that was a little bit difficult because at first I didn’t look at her like my supervisor, I
looked at her as my friend. So, that was a little different. I’ve never really had a
supervisor that I was friends with before they became my supervisor. So, that was a little
difficult and it took me a little minute to get adjusted and take her seriously. That’s
probably the biggest difference that I’ve ever had with supervisors. She’s great though!
Once she cleared the initial hurdle of friend-turned-supervisor, Jo enjoyed having a supervisor
who created a comfortable work environment and made the experience very rewarding. She
made it clear that she had no complaints about her supervisor by saying, “I don’t have
complaints with her. I never had a day that I dreaded going in because she made it very
enjoyable to go … I didn’t dread having to see my supervisor ever.” Jo felt as though her
supervisor was extremely supportive and always helped with any problems or issues. She gave
an example, “Or even just like this past week, I had to go to Philadelphia and my supervisor
personally took all of my student appointments. She was able to work with me that I had to
leave, so I really appreciated that.”
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Jo felt being a graduate student greatly impacted her experience as an academic coach.
More specifically, she cited being a graduate assistant allowed her graduate studies to be fully
paid for, much like her undergraduate studies were fully paid for by an athletic scholarship. She
said, “I guess it humbled me as a coach to learn how many students do struggle financially with
school, just because I was never around that … For the most part, it humbled me to learn that it is
not that easy for everyone.” Jo explained how being a graduate student affected her relationship
with her coachees:
I think sometimes when I’m giving them advice, I think that I need to give myself the
same advice. Like, telling them not to procrastinate, I need to not procrastinate as well,
too. Like, I feel like I can’t tell them to do something that I personally don’t do. So it kind
of keeps me on track to ensure that if I’m telling them to use their planner or to start
working on their paper that is due in two weeks, then I probably need to do my own work
as well. It keeps me on top of things because I never want to tell them to do something
when I’m not doing it myself.
Jo expressed that being a graduate student added an interesting layer to the supervisor-coach
relationship. Jo’s supervisor was in the doctoral program that is the next step for her masters’
program. Jo was certain the entire experience would have been different if she was not a
graduate student, as her supervisor has been able to offer advice and support academically. This
academic connection helped build a strong bond that has translated into a solid supervisor-coach
relationship.
When discussing being a graduate student and an academic coach, Jo talked about
challenges and rewards. In regards to challenges, she mentioned the difficulty in trying to find
the time to do everything. She lightheartedly shared her frustrations about trying to have a social
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life, “…just trying to juggle work and grad school and still maintain a social life as well. That
doesn’t really happen too often, the social life [laughs].” Time management struggles were the
only challenge that Jo mentioned with being a graduate student and an academic coach. In an
individual interview, Jo’s face lit up when asked if there were any rewards associated with
coaching and being a graduate student, as she stated:
I think being able to make connections with other people outside of your program is
huge. Especially with academic coaching, a lot of them are counseling students here and
I’m not. So I guess just making connections with people who are in grad school too, but
they are not technically just the people in your program. I feel like if I was a GA with just
people in my program, then I would probably never meet other people within the city
because it would be like, I have class with them and I hang out with them and that’s it. I
think coaching and being a grad student allows us to make different connections within
the university and even outside of the university … I think it’s just a good thing being
able to connect with people outside your program as a grad student, because I feel like a
lot of times as grad students we get in our little cohorts and we just stay in those cohorts.
Becky’s Experiences
Becky is a graduate student pursuing her masters’ degree in Counseling Educational
Psychology and Research with a concentration in Clinical Mental Health Counseling at MidSouth University (MSU). She serves as an academic coach at MSU for twenty hours per week to
fulfill the requirements of her graduate assistantship. She described her experience as an
academic coach as, “Brief, brief in terms of time. I have been a coach here for a few months, a
semester. Even though it may seem a shorter period of time, it has been full with experiences and
growth.”
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Becky described the structure of coaching sessions as helpful, especially when she was
getting started as a coach. In an individual interview she stated, “The easiest thing about the
structure is, um, that there are guidelines. I like to know what is expected of me, so knowing
what is expected is great for me especially since I was new.” Becky did not have the opportunity
to shadow other coaches before starting, so she jumped right into coaching students with a heavy
reliance on the curriculum and checklists. She indicated there are various topics, or a curriculum,
that academic coaches follow when meeting with coachees. At the beginning of the semester, she
was getting acquainted with students, collecting their syllabi, and helping them create a plan of
study for the semester. She focused on building relationships early on until she had time to
become more comfortable with the coaching curriculum. Becky pointed to mid-semester as a
time to ensure students are getting advised for coursework for the following semester, and the
homestretch of the semester as a final check on grades and test prep. She included, “Of course,
lots of other topics are ongoing throughout the semester, but those are the high points I recall.”
As a part of her individual interview, Becky went on to offer more details:
There are some things that we have to do, like we need to go over or hit at least some of
the points on the checklist. There are certain items as far as having them sign into eMSU
to check their grades for each class, but then we have to actually go in and see to make
sure they done that. From there, it depends on where they are and what they need, and
there are a few things that we could do. For example, checking grades, doing GPA
calculations, and setting up score sheets to keep up with all their grades for all of their
classes. Also, we will troubleshoot any issues they are having, like trying to figure out if
people are going to drop or withdraw from classes and dealing with that. I dealt with that
a lot before spring break, so it’s like warning them and giving them study strategies. We
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meet with them between thirty and forty-five minutes depending on just how much we
have to go over. Sometimes it can be shorter if they are doing really well. I think it is
loose enough where we can meet them where they are at, but we do have like, guidelines,
to keep us on a certain path. Sometimes I feel like the sessions are not long enough, but
that just depends on the student and their needs. Some people really struggled with the
semester, and others were just like ‘Yeah, I got this.’
Becky recalled some of her more memorable experiences in coaching sessions, and
shared both positive and negative instances. She shared a story about a particular student that
stopped attending coaching sessions, and would not respond to any of her attempts to contact
her. Becky found it frustrating when the student finally responded with, “I give up, yeah, I quit
going to some classes because they were hard.” She continued to try to follow up and assist the
student with potential options of getting tutoring, withdrawing from courses, or seeking
counseling. The student never responded again, to which Becky said, “That showed me that my
reach was limited in how I could help. That was memorable for me.” Becky followed the
previous story with positive experiences:
I just had really cool students. I’ve enjoyed talking to them and getting to know them. I
really knew what I wanted to major in when I came to college, so it was really cool to
talk to students about possible majors and learn more about them and what they want to
do. That has been memorable and interesting. I’m trying to think of a good one, but I
think most were good … One student there was an opportunity for him to talk to someone
without judgment, me. He went through some things the previous semester and he ended
up talking to his family, but now this past semester I think he was in a different
headspace or mindset. Being able to talk through and process some things that he was
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feeling and going through this past semester in our sessions was really helpful for him.
Yeah, it was memorable to be able to help him.
Becky believes that the interactions she had, and relationships she formed with coachees
really impacted her experience. She excitedly shared in her individual interview, “I love it! This
is more hands on, and related to what I actually plan to do with school counseling. So, like, based
on my relationships so far I definitely enjoy and would like to continue being academic coach.”
Becky continued:
They (students) made it a good semester, a good choice actually. My previous graduate
assistantship actually ended, which is why I had to find another. I had already spoken to
the academic coaching supervisor about this coaching position, and then it turned out that
she had some funds open up so it worked out. My old supervisor contacted me and asked
me if I wanted to come back, but I told her I had made a change already. I was really
excited about doing something so hands on with students and relevant to what I’m
actually studying. So yeah, my students made that worthwhile.
Becky spoke well of her coaching supervisor, “She has made it definitely easier to adjust
because it was new for me. Um, I appreciate what she has to offer as my supervisor, as a mentor.
So, learning from her has been really awesome and made this an awesome experience.” This
graduate assistantship pays less than Becky’s previous graduate assistantship, “But I would
definitely say it has been worthwhile personally and professionally, even though it was a
financial sacrifice. My supervisor played a big part in that,” she stated.
Becky also mentioned that her supervisor’s style was much more of a partnership
approach rather than micromanagement. She acknowledged her appreciation:
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I love my supervisor. She is really awesome to work for and I feel, like, she definitely
allows us to do our job. Her door is always open, whenever she can. She makes time for
us even though she is busy, and I really feel comfortable being able to go to her if I have
an issue. We talked and I have enjoyed getting to know her just as a person. So, I really
value that. I’ve heard other people not be able to have that experience with bosses in
general. So, for me, that has not been my personal experience. I’ve had a really great
boss.
Becky described her current supervisor-coach relationship as a mentor-mentee situation, which
she prefers in any job. She shared that she believes the relationship with her supervisor has
grown over time, and, “…she checks on me, she checks in to make sure if I need anything. I
really appreciate that because, for me, I like to know what is expected.” Becky feels as though
her supervisor has been extremely available, which has made for a positive coaching experience.
Her supervisor has been consistent with sharing advice on how to proceed with students in
various situations, which Becky has appreciated as a new coach.
Becky sees positives and negatives within the experiences of being a graduate student
and an academic coach. She clarified, “The positives far outweigh the negatives, um, yeah. Way
more positives.” Becky believes being a graduate student helps her to better relate to her
coachees, because she is dealing with a lot of the same issues. She joked, “Sometimes I feel like
I need my own academic coach [laughs].” A lot of the concepts and strategies that Becky teaches
to her students, she incorporates them herself. “In some cases, I relate to students well and tell
them, ‘Hey, I’m a procrastinator and this is what I have found helpful.’ I try to make it like I
struggle with these things too, and I’m in school just like you,” she stated.
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Becky shared in her individual interview that she fights to balance coaching, school, and
life, but not having to take work home from the coaching job helps her manage. She described
the most challenging aspect of being a graduate student and an academic coach:
I think the most challenging thing is balancing both of them. Not knowing what students
are going to come, like, I let them know to please let me know if you are going to come
so I can use my time wisely. We’re supposed to give them at least fifteen minutes before
marking them as a no-show, and I usually give at least thirty minutes. At that point, it is
hard to start something of my own and stop before the next student. That’s really hard for
me. If I’m in a zone I prefer to finish what I’m doing. Otherwise, I lose all motivation to
do it. So, being able to use my time wisely has really been challenging.
Becky also shared that she often struggles with dedicating too much time to her coaching job.
She recalled at least a few instances in which her supervisor reminded her, “You don’t really
need to do that or to come in early.” Becky feels that if the coaching position were full-time
rather a graduate assistantship, then she could better serve students.
Becky enjoyed sharing the positive aspects of being a graduate assistant and an academic
coach. She identified the most rewarding part of being a graduate assistant and academic coach
as getting plugged in to other people on campus:
It has been an enriching experience, I did not get my undergrad here, and I’m not from
here. So, doing both coaching and grad school has enriched my experience at this
university. I really enjoyed getting to know more people. Being a grad student there are
probably two buildings that you go to, maybe. You are very isolated and limited from
people, but coaching has put me in a position to get plugged in to everything … I feel like
I’m a bit more in the know in my position. I’ve enjoyed this position because it helps me
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to know more of what is going on than previously. Grad students just have their own
lives, so it’s not social a lot of times. I’ve even heard that from a couple of other graduate
students. A lot of people are working or not involved in organizations on campus. I’m
involved in a couple of grad organizations, and it’s hard to get people involved because
they are so busy. Being able to interact with other people, I’ve enjoyed that aspect of
being a coach while going to grad school.
Lee’s Experiences
Lee is a graduate student pursuing his PhD in Counseling Educational Psychology and
Research at Mid-South University (MSU). He serves as an academic coach at MSU for twenty
hours per week to fulfill the requirements of his graduate assistantship. He described his
experience as an academic coach as, “I have already been here a year and plan to spend the
remaining two years before graduating in the same position. I would 100% do it again if
presented with the opportunity.”
Lee talked at-length about the structure of coaching sessions in his individual interview,
as he shared the following:
I would say that generally you can break it down looking at probably the first session and
then the rest of the sessions. In that first session you’re doing a lot of introductory stuff,
taking them through eMSU and all of their syllabi. Getting to know them and what their
presenting issues are comes next … I would say the first few sessions we have those laid
out with time management, organization, and study strategies as the three main skills that
you can move forward with. Those first few sessions are still kind of introducing new
material, and I feel like in the latter sessions it starts to shift a bit more. I try to work with
the motivation of the student and thinking about how they probably don’t really want to

83

be here. This was not their ideal place to be. I try to work with that and make sure they
feel like they are getting good use out of the time. So in some ways I like to use the
curricula for each session as kind of a backbone, but then kind of stray off and do
whatever they feel is necessary.
He feels that the structure of the coaching sessions has benefitted his experience as coach, and
not hindered him too much. He admitted to taking some creative freedom with the structure,
“You know, I would say that I have kind of made it for myself and what works for the student.
I’m not sure if it is necessarily what’s delineated in our curriculum always.” Lee felt confident
about his ability to perform the duties of the coaching role due to his background and experience
in counseling environments. He attempts to walk with each student through the coaching session
from starting with academics to creating buy-in and motivation through relationship building.
Lee mentioned being very structured at times, but more free-flowing in general, “I’m probably a
little bit less structured than most people, but I think that’s because I’m more comfortable doing
it with a counseling style and in those ways.” He continued, “As far as my experience, I think
that has to do with the supervisor trusting me. She gives me a lot of leniency as a result and I
love being a grad assistant in this office.”
In the individual interview, Lee was complimentary of the software system provided by
MSU to help coaches track, monitor, and communicate with coachees. He explained, “I get
updates from their professors, they open cases on students and send alerts if they are not doing
things. I have so much information that previous coaches may not have had, it is night and day
the difference it makes.” However, Lee pointed out that many professors are not the greatest
about uploading grades and attendance, which makes it tough as a coach at times. He expressed
the challenge of trusting students’ word-of-mouth to be honest about attendance and grades if
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those factors are not up to par. “Man, that depends on the student,” he stated. He described one
student who is “pretty smart” and came out of the semester with decent grades, “He just does not
care at all! It’s like you know, I feel like I’m pulling teeth. It’s just, I don’t know. It’s hard.” In
contrast, Lee shared that there are other students who are a treat to work with, and how it has
been great with those.
As he was talking about various coachees and experiences, Lee smiled as he recalled a
story of a memorable student:
I can think of one student, he over the course of the semester lost like seventy-five
pounds, got his GPA up to almost a 3.0, got a girlfriend, got a job, and it was like, ‘Yeah,
let’s go man!’ I think he is an example of a student for me that, like, having someone to
hold them accountable was actually a valued asset for him. He really liked that. I have a
student right now who’s very similar; he looks forward to coming and showing me his
grades and stuff like that. Those are just cool students to work with because you feel like,
oh, this person is actually wanting to listen to me. I can actually have a real impact here,
which is great.
Lee also shared some of the more challenging experiences he endured as an academic coach. He
described one of his largest challenges as follows:
One of the things that sucks is our space, I don’t know if you’ve seen it? So I can hear
other people’s conversations times and I know they can hear mine. I would say similar to
my experiences when I was first filmed while doing counseling, you kind of forget about
it after the first five minutes. I would say now, I don’t ever think about it. But I do
wonder how often students think about it, the lack of privacy. I think about it the most
when more personal concerns come up, and I like to let students know that we are in a
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somewhat public setting and to be sure that they want to share openly. However, if they
do have more serious issues I always want to make sure they get referred to the
counseling center.
Lee described his relationships with his coachees as overwhelmingly positive. He has
tried to approach his role as a coach to be more of a mentor to students, offering helpful
information and motivation. Lee provided his outlook on his experiences with coachees:
I would say for the most part, pretty positive. I would say about seventy-five percent of
my students I look forward to seeing rather than lamenting. There are definitely a few
that can be a bit challenging [laughs]. Um, but positively mostly. I pretty much get the
full length of the counseling session if I want it. A lot of students if they’re doing well, as
a reward I get them out of there in twenty-five to thirty minutes rather than staying the
whole time. However, I definitely give them time if they want to talk about personal
concerns, but I’m not going to hold them any longer if they’re doing well. Overall, I think
they positively shaped my experiences and it’s been a good thing.
He did mention that “no-shows” for appointments and unsuccessful academic attempts can be
frustrating for some coaches, but ultimately he is able to keep the coach-coachee relationship a
positive one. He highlighted the importance of balancing the positives and negatives, “Because
there are a lot of not successful stories that come out of it, and I think you need those other ones
to maybe help you feel good about what you’re doing.”
Lee could not say enough positive things about his supervisor in the individual interview,
as he credited her for creating an excellent work environment and experience. He described his
coaching supervisor as follows:
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Great! I think she does a really good job of getting us resources, we need only ask for
them. She has also taken on more than I think she should have to. In the best interest of
the program she takes on all of the overflow and rescheduled appointments, and I tell her
all the time that I hate that you do that or that you feel you have to do that or whatever …
Overall, yeah, she gives me a whole lot of flexibility and leeway, and knows that I’m
going to do a pretty darn good job coaching. So, I think as far as coach and supervisor
relationship it’s been really good. She has great energy along with focus and efficiency.
Lee went on to share more positives about his supervisor:
She is incredible to work for! I think to put together everything we talked about; I have
my frustrations with the curriculum which I talked about a little bit. But of the things that
can be changed, the system we have is great, and the supervisor is great … The
relationship has been nothing but a good thing … I remember when I came into the
coaching job, my supervisor came in as a new supervisor unexpectedly. I was a little
apprehensive at first, but she is great about being flexible. She heard a lot of complaints
about people seeing students back to back to back all day. She made the adjustment to
schedule appointments every hour, which gave coaches time at the end of sessions to
make notes and get things together before the next student. She built in thirty minutes for
people’s lunch breaks, and really she looked out for people without them maybe even
noticing she was looking out for them, which is great.
Lee continued, “I, like, wish that sometimes I even had a closer relationship with my supervisor,
even though I feel like it is already a good one.” Lee appreciates not being micromanaged, as
well as the professional nature of his supervisor.
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Lee conveyed that being a graduate student has greatly impacted his experience as an
academic coach. He stated, “Yeah, it’s just hard sometimes. There are days where I’m like,
please give me a few no shows, I have a whole lot of things on my plate.” He admitted that he
selfishly likes the flexibility given at times to work on his graduate studies when multiple
coachees do not show up for their appointments. He pointed out an extra benefit of being a coach
and a graduate student, “It has been nice to be able to get credit for hours in my counseling
program in this job, while also getting paid for this job. Solid double dip, for sure.” Lee believes
his graduate student status helps him connect with coachees better, as they realize that he is still
in school and not getting paid much money at all. According to Lee, “I don’t get paid a lot to be
there, so it’s easy to communicate to them that I’m not necessarily there for a paycheck. I think it
can help build a relationship, because I’m not here for any other purpose than to help you.”
Lee highlighted the relevancy of his graduate assistantship as an academic coach to his
graduate studies and eventual career. He cited this connection as a huge reward of the
experience. He knows that this coaching experience will look good on his resume, and said, “It’s
about as good of a fit as a GA position that I could’ve asked for, for sure.” In regards to
challenges, time was Lee’s number one challenge with being a graduate student and an academic
coach:
Time. Yeah, time. Fortunately, I have the financial means that I’m not so worried about
making enough money from this to cover everything. So without the financial stresses, it
really becomes just trying to be a grown ass man doing a whole lot of work. It can be
hard at times, but it is what it is. Fortunately, you do get some windows of time to get
things done during downtime when you don’t have a scheduled appointment or you have
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a no show. This semester, not as much because we have such a large caseload, like, if you
have any free time I want to know how it happened [laughs]. So, yeah.
Kim’s Experiences
Kim is a graduate student pursuing her PhD in Counseling Psychology, Counseling
Educational Psychology and Research at Mid-South University (MSU). She serves as an
academic coach at MSU for twenty hours per week to fulfill the requirements of her graduate
assistantship. She described her time as an academic coach as, “I’ve been here as an academic
coach for almost a full year. It is not the best financial package for a graduate assistantship on
campus, but the work I’m doing with students is so rewarding to me.”
Kim had much to share about the structure of her coaching sessions in the individual
interview:
So, the structure is I want to have a relationship with the students outside of just me
talking to them about their grades. So it is really important for me that the first part just
be a familiar face, and be really warm and inviting to the students. Then we are checking
out their grades, and even if it’s not going well, I’m supportive. I like to give them a
chance to explain what was going on or what they didn’t understand. I try my best to
make sure the students are leaving the sessions feeling encouraged rather than
discouraged, even if they are doing well. I do have matter-of-fact conversations with
them and talk about how this may be a class we need to drop this semester … So, as far
as structure, it focuses on the relationship first, then really what they’re here for and kind
of ending with like, I’m still a support and an encourager for you.
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Kim believes it is really important to build rapport with her coachees, and to be cognizant of
factors outside of school that may be affecting a student. She ensures her coachees are referred to
the proper resources or services that may help them both personally and academically.
Kim was complimentary of the coaching curriculum, as it helped her stay on track with
her coachees throughout the semester. However, she stated, “Sometimes I have to deviate from
that (curriculum) and I find it to be really beneficial that I have the freedom to do that.” Kim
always pushed herself to be impactful as a coach, and to make meaningful connections. She
described some of her favorite coaching experiences as the success stories:
The students that come in and they failed all last semester, and now they’re coming in
and they have A’s and B’s. In the conversations that we end up having I’m like, ‘All this
time last semester you were not in a really good space, but look at where you are now.
How does that feel?’ Just to see the sense of pride that beams from the students and they
know, like, I did this. I think those are absolutely the most rewarding to me. Luckily, this
semester I’ve seen more of those than I did in the first semester.
Kim smiled when talking about the student interaction aspect of her coaching experience. She
shared, “100%, the student interaction is the number one thing I enjoy about this job. I think it’s
really wonderful to give back to something that is close to my heart. Especially students that
have similar backgrounds with mine, first generation. Yeah, absolutely.”
Conversely, Kim found students’ failures to be a challenging aspect of the coaching
experience:
When students are failing and there is little chance that they will be able to pick up where
they left off, it’s tough. Especially when they come in at the end of the semester and want
to get back up, and you’re doing the math with them and there is no way to keep them
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from failing. It is past the drop date and there is literally nothing they can do other than
fail the class. So, it’s really disheartening for me because I can’t make them do their
work. There’s no way I can do that. But to see that they are trying, last-ditch effort, really
trying and there’s nothing I can do at that point … I think that’s definitely the most
challenging aspect of it.
When academic success is no longer a realistic option, Kim shifts the focus of her coaching
sessions to exploring underlying factors. “Some students are in need of referral to counseling
services, need to reduce their work hours, or improve their self-care habits,” she stated. She tries
to remain a positive support and encourager for her coachees, even in the challenging moments.
However, she indicated that she is not afraid to conduct sessions where she has to “give it to
them straight.” These frank discussions include next steps after failure, how academic warning or
suspension works, and some resources to get a better start to the following semester.
Kim’s academic coaching experience has been heavily influenced by her supervisor. She
described her supervisor as, “Awesome, so good at what she does, and gives us the resources to
be successful as well.” Kim appreciates the flexibility of her supervisor and provided the
following example:
To elaborate on that a little bit, I would say, life happens. I am a doctoral student here and
sometimes my class will run over or I will get stuck behind the train or I have to go on an
interview and not being upset or frustrated by that but being flexible and kind of allowing
life to happen and being okay with that. What I appreciate about my supervisor
specifically here is that not only is she willing to have conversations about the
professional me, but she meets me on a personal level as well. So stuff is going on in life,
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like, I had an interview and I had to reschedule some of my cases so she said, ‘That’s
great, I’ll be glad to help you.’
Kim feels comfortable with her supervisor, but likes that she keeps the fun atmosphere a
professional one overall. Kim said her supervisor, “… holds us accountable in a way that is
really respectful but also is, like, I can have these great fun relationships with you as a
professional but also I need you to get your stuff done.” Kim believes her supervisor leads with a
“power with” dynamic rather than a “power over” dynamic, which is welcomed. Her coaching
experience has been one of growth due to this empowerment and support. Kim enjoys the twoway street of constructive criticism and feedback that her supervisor encourages.
In her individual interview, Kim shared that her relationship with her supervisor has
shaped her experience as a coach:
It’s made me stay, for sure. I find it, I obviously find it rewarding, the students are
rewarding as well. It is nice to have a supervisor that understands and respects that I’m
going through a PhD program. Not only am I going through a PhD program, but also
being in this city and not being able to see my family and do weekend trips because it’s
too far. I think that, generally, my supervisor has been super helpful in my transition here.
It’s nice to know that I have a supervisor who is willing to listen, she cares.
Kim mentioned that she feels her supervisor is always supportive, and that she has invested in
her as a person and a professional. Her supervisor consistently asks about her graduate studies,
how things are going back home, and allows her to go on interviews or practicum experiences
when needed. Kim appreciates being able to share her experiences with her supervisor, but also
her supervisor’s willingness to share in return. Kim explained, “I know for some supervisors,
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that’s not a dynamic they choose to have, and I find it to be, I just really like it. I really like that
dynamic. I like being able to have a personal relationship with my supervisor.”
When discussing being a graduate student and an academic coach, Kim immediately
expressed the time crunch and other challenges:
Time. Time. There are not enough hours in the day to get everything done. Sometimes
that might impact the relationships that I have with students. If you are my four o’clock
student at the end of a Thursday or the end of a Friday, and it’s been a really long week,
you may not be getting the authentic and the best part of me because I’m tired … Space.
There were a lot of things I wanted to develop, a lot of things I wanted to grow and
change, and after getting here I recognized that we are not in a place to be able to do that
yet. So, that was a little discouraging, because lack of space causes privacy issues for
sessions. Not that my supervisor is not trying to get those kinds of things, because I know
she is, but it’s just not fiscally an opportunity that we can explore yet. I guess the
challenge of being a grad student is my voice is a very little one and my supervisor is the
only one that hears it.
Kim took special care to point out that her coaching experience while being a graduate student
has been a positive one, despite the challenges. She said, “Assistantships like this are what have
gotten me through my education. So, I’m very thankful for this position and I’m very thankful
for this opportunity.”
Kim believes the opportunity to be an academic coach and graduate student is its’ own
reward. She shared, “It helps develop me as a professional while allowing me the opportunity to
continue the work that I’ve done with students.” She continued, “I love building the relationships
not only with the students, but also with the other coaches and with my supervisor … I have
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really enjoyed this experience.” Kim values the connections she has been able to make with
fellow coaches, and she does not think she would have made those connections without the
graduate assistantship.
Kim has found being a coach who is also a graduate student helps her connect with most
of her coachees. She was able to relate to students who may be going through the same struggles,
and believed her coachees were more open to forming relationships due to the common bond.
Kim found it funny as she joked, “I’m also trying to make sure I employ the coaching advice
myself. I’m not going to ask my students to do anything that I wouldn’t do. It holds me
accountable in a surprising way.” She mentioned a few instances in which coachees may have
been a bit intimidated when they discovered she was a doctoral student, but overwhelmingly her
students responded positively to her being a student. “Again,” she said, “it’s a nice dynamic,
because I think it was kind of an opening for us to build a relationship and to connect as coach
and coachee, or just as people in general.”
Themes
The vignettes in the previous section were presented to provide a rich representation of
each participant’s individual experiences, which contributed and led into the collective themes of
the study. The themes will be presented in the following section with supporting data extracts
and analysis which relate back to the research questions and theoretical framework of the study.
Three themes were identified after a considerable amount of time was invested in the process of
thematic analysis.
Theme 1: Limited Power. The first theme involves the limited power described as being
a part of the academic coaching experience. This theme began forming early on during
individual interviews, remained consistent throughout member checks, and surfaced again in the
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focus group. Five of the six study participants agreed that limited power was a part of their
academic coaching experience. In this instance, power can be described as the ability of a coach
to do what is necessary to have the best experience possible. Continued analysis of the theme of
limited power revealed three main factors, or sub-themes, that limited the power of academic
coaches: space and privacy concerns, student “no shows” for appointments, and limited formal
training. Below is an excerpt from the focus group interview regarding these limiting factors:
Kim: A better space would be nice.
Jo: I think what made it better was going from Appointments Plus to Campus (computer
software programs). That made the experience for me completely different, 100% better.
When we just had Appointments Plus we literally didn’t know anything about a student,
their GPA, what they looked like, etc. I think having Campus made it so much better, less
frustrating, for sure.
Zoey: A better elevator. (All laugh)
Jo: A better capacity to see students, I think would be helpful. We have so many students
that want to come in and we just don’t have the capacity to see them. Potentially finding a
way to gauge the students intent on coming to coaching or not because we end up
scheduling students that constantly no-show the entire semester, and so then we have one
hundred open spaces for students that could have come in for coaching and we couldn’t
help them. We were turning away students at the beginning of the semester and now, I
have availability because I have students that have no showed me all semester. I think
finding a better solution and a better way to see as many students as possible. Even with
that, recognizing that students with a 1.95 or above, maybe don’t need a full hour session.
Maybe after the first couple, we can schedule them for 30 minute sessions and it’s okay.
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Recognizing what the students need, because we schedule all of our students for 45
minutes, but I can guarantee you that not all of them need 45 minutes and that not all of
them want the extra resources and extra time that you want to give to them. They think
they’re doing what they’re supposed to be doing so why do they have to stay the whole
time.
In regards to space and privacy concerns, their feelings of limited power stemmed from a
limited amount of physical space for the coaching office in terms of square footage. Five of the
six participants believe the finite physical space limits the growth of the program, the number of
students that can be served, and the level of privacy during coaching sessions. Kim explained in
the focus group, “We literally don’t have the space to do anything or the money to make any
changes to this program. We don’t have the manpower, we don’t have the space, and we don’t
have the funding.” In response to Kim, Karen also talked about how limited privacy during
coaching sessions reduces coaches’ power:
More space would be nice; we need space for our students to feel comfortable. Many of
my students are going through some tough issues in their personal lives, but are often
reluctant to fully share the details. I have had a few students openly share to the point of
getting emotional and crying, but I can tell most of my students hold back from digging
into deep issues due to the lack of privacy in the space. Our meeting spaces are open air
and close together, so it would be awesome to have an office or even a cubicle.
Lee expressed some of his thoughts on space and privacy concerns in his individual interview,
“The lack of privacy, in my experience, bothers the coaches more than it does the students. Still a
concern, just different.” Becky shared similar sentiments to Karen saying, “Some students have
really private issues that they discuss or may be embarrassed by their grades. It is really hard to
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have personal conversations in the middle of the room with so many people around. It is so easy
to overhear people’s conversations.” Jo finds it frustrating when students are reluctant to open up
during coaching sessions due to the limiting factor of lack of space and privacy:
Sometimes when I asked them what’s happening, sometimes students don’t want to
share. Of course, some students just will never share regardless, but the topic of the
session usually affected willingness to open up. So, if it was a sensitive topic, I think the
space kept them from openly sharing. Like I said, some students may not share anyway,
but I really think the lack of privacy was the major issue. I wish it wasn’t, because we
can’t change the space, unfortunately, just can’t do it.
Within the sub-theme of space and privacy concerns, the power-reducing impact was
evident as participants spoke in interviews and those emotions also came through just as vividly
in the transcription. The lack of physical space in the coaching office has led to a lack of privacy
for coaches and their coachees in coaching sessions. The lack of privacy has affected the quality
of the coaching sessions. When viewed through the lens of Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning
cycle, study participants (1) experienced feelings of limited power to change the lack of privacy
in coaching sessions, (2) reflected on the frustrations and issues caused by the inability to change
the lack of privacy, (3) considered potential solutions, and then (4) tried to carry out those
potential solutions. Much of the struggle and frustration for study participants came from
feelings of limited power, or potentially even powerlessness, with implementing potential
solutions. The potential solutions indicated by study participants all involved adding physical
space or significantly redesigning the physical space. Unfortunately, these potential solutions are
not currently feasible due to the financial investment it would take from the institution. The
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institution’s unwillingness or inability to make this financial investment in the coaching program
limits the power of academic coaches to experience the best possible coaching environment.
Additional feelings of limited power related to space and privacy stem from instances in
which coaches were not able to successfully complete the steps of the coaching model, as
outlined by Kedem (2006). Study participants shared that if the coachees do not feel comfortable
due to space and privacy issues, then it is unlikely that the coachees will open up and share
information. This timidity or reluctance of coachees to communicate makes it difficult for an
academic coach to walk through the steps of the coaching model. The inability to walk through
the steps of the coaching model prevents the academic coach from carrying out their duty of
helping students. The inability to complete their duties was identified as frustrating and stressinducing by study participants, which can be tied to the limited power of academic coaches. For
example, if identifying the needs of the coachee is the first step in the coaching model but the
coachee’s needs are sensitive and potentially embarrassing, then it is unlikely the coachee will
share those needs in an environment lacking privacy. In this instance, the lack of privacy
prevents the academic coach from walking the coachee through the steps of the coaching model.
The academic coach has limited to no power to change the roadblock identified as a lack of
privacy.
Space and privacy concerns greatly affect the way coaches experience academic coaching
sessions. As aforementioned, the lack of privacy influences the behavior of many coachees,
which impacts the academic coach as well. Study participants described the space and privacy
issues as negatively affecting the coaching experience. The negative effects include but are not
limited to: limited ability to complete steps of the coaching model, limited ability to help
coachees, feelings of helplessness, hopelessness, inadequacy, anger, sadness, frustration, and
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defeat. The negative effects could be best summarized in one term, limited power. The label of
complete powerlessness is not applicable here, as study participants were still able to carry out
successful coaching sessions with many coachees despite the environment. However, the
inability to change the space and privacy of the coaching environment to best serve all coachees
was seen as a limit to power.
The relationship between academic coaches and their supervisor could potentially be
strained due to feelings of nothing being done about the space and privacy concerns. However,
the participants in this study all indicated that they do not feel like their supervisor is responsible
for or even has the power to make such changes to improve space and privacy issues. The
relationship between the coach and coachee can be negatively impacted as well, as the coachee
may no longer trust or feel comfortable meeting due to the lack of privacy. Perhaps the lack of
privacy contributes to students no-showing for appointments, which is the next sub-theme
described by study participants as being related to the limited power of the coaching experience.
Student no-shows was another area tied to the limited power associated with the
experience of academic coaching. Although student no-shows are likely an inevitable
occurrence, the limited ability to enforce consequences or accountability for coachees exhibits
the inherent feelings of limited power by academic coaches. Individual interviews pointed to
student no-shows being a mutual challenge for the participants, and the following excerpt from
the focus group exhibits the same:
Zoey: I would disagree somewhat. I mean, I don’t like no-shows, but I do get to do my
school work, so I can’t say anything [laughs]. I’m going to be honest in this; I get to do
school work, so there is a benefit to them not showing up.
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Becky: I agree, it gives me a break. Especially since I’m here all day usually, and so
honestly it’s kind of a relief. Sometimes I just need to take a break, but I use that time to
catch up on communication with others who haven’t come. So I’m still frustrated, but I’m
able to do other work.
Zoey: I like office work, I’m introverted. I like to do things on the computer like email
students and have a time to regroup. Like you said, I like to do that as well, and I like to
get school work done too.
Kim: I would say probably the opposite of that. It’s disappointing when students don’t
come, because one they are missing out on what we could of been providing them in
coaching and two, a little bit is a selfish piece for me, like, I’m spending my time to be
here to support you and you’re not showing up. Also, if I don’t see you today, potentially
I might not see you for another couple weeks which would be a full month. By the time
it’s been a full month you might be behind, and it’s going to be harder for me to help you
at that point because we will constantly be playing catch-up. I mean, I do find my
meetings to be really rewarding with students. At the same time, when they no show I’m
still going to ask you what happened, I’m still going to reach out to you whether you
want to respond or not, that’s your choice.
Jo: I kind of agree, I kind of get upset when I feel like they are wasting my time.
Sometimes I feel like they’ll take this seriously enough, like, if say you are not going to
show up to work, you would reach out to your boss. As long as you reach out to me I’m
more okay with it, but it’s the students that don’t say anything and don’t show up. Yeah.
Zoey: My students reach out to me though, they’re pretty good about that.
Jo: Mine are about half and half.
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Becky: That is frustrating. I even specifically say if you are not coming, let me know. So
I can plan my schoolwork in my day.
Jo: Yes, all you have to do is send an email saying I can’t come today. Okay, we will
reschedule. Right.
Becky: I don’t even need to know why. If you want to tell me, fine, but I’m not going to
be judging you because you did wrong or why you didn’t come.
In an individual interview, Lee reiterated the importance of coachees showing up for their
appointments, “No-shows are especially challenging … It can be difficult to maintain consistent
forward progress when not meeting regularly. No-shows are therefore more challenging because
it could mean a month or more in between sessions.” However, Lee also shared what seems to be
the running joke in the coaching office about no-shows, “…I think most coaches have a secret
hope at times that they have a few no-shows so they get some more time to work on their
graduate assignments [laughs].” Through member checking, Lee expressed that while he
acknowledges the feelings of limited power amongst other coaches, he does not feel like those
limitations were a significant part of his coaching experience.
Karen believes that no-shows are problematic, but shared in the focus group that she
thinks, “If we could solve the lack of privacy issue, then I think the no-shows would decline as
well.” Zoey does not like no-shows, but said later in the focus group, “I think it is up to the
student what they want to get out of coaching. It is a choice they are making if they no-show and
I don’t think that reflects on me. Not ideal, but it’s not on me.” Becky had a look of slight
agitation on her face when discussing coachees who no-show for appointments. She explained
following Zoey’s statement, “Student no-shows are very frustrating, especially if students do not
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communicate that they will not be coming. Most students do not consider my time and that I
could be doing something else when they do not come.”
The sub-theme of no-shows was represented by a gamut of emotions from participants.
Agitated, disgusted, disrespected, offended, depressed, indifferent, and happy were all emotions
that were either verbally or non-verbally expressed in regards to student no-shows for coaching
appointments. As the list of emotions indicates, the overall effect on academic coaching sessions
was negative. The relationship between coach and coachee is also strained by no-shows, which
negatively impacts the coaching experience. Not only does a no-show represent a missed
opportunity for coach and coachee to connect, but also represented is an appointment slot where
another student could have been served. Jo mentioned in the focus group that she wished they
“had a greater capacity to serve more students,” which sheds light on the frustrations associated
with an unused time slot for a coaching appointment. Study participants expressed feelings of
disrespect, agitation, offended, and indifference when discussing coachees who fail to
communicate that they will not be coming for their appointment. The emotions of disrespect,
agitation and being offended were tied to a feeling that students were not being respectful of their
time as a coach and person. The feeling of indifference came from a coach pinning the onus on
the coachee and attempting to deflect any potential personal emotions. The frustration of student
no-shows negatively affects the coach and coachee relationship, which ultimately has a negative
impact on the academic coaching experience.
In the instances where coaches expressed happiness, it was more an expression of finding
the “silver lining” in a frustrating situation rather than true joy. This “happiness” was related to
no-shows allowing time for study participants, who are graduate students, to work on their own
school work. This is a clear instance in which being a graduate assistant affects the academic

102

coaching experience. Initially, the impact appeared to be a solely positive one, as study
participants joked about how they enjoyed having a little extra time to work on their graduate
studies. However, continued analysis found that even the “silver lining” often resulted in
frustration. Coaches expressed that due to coachees not communicating the no-show in advance,
little if any time was left before the next appointment to effectively work on their own school
work. Essentially, the occasional school work opportunity provided by a coachee no-show led to
even greater frustration when the no-show happened in such a way that the coach did not receive
the benefit of time for completing school work.
Perhaps all of the emotions related to student no-shows can be linked to a singular theme
of limited power. While frustrating, student no-shows are likely an inevitable occurrence within
academic coaching. However, the exhibited lack of power afforded to coaches to “do something”
about no-shows seems to be the driving force behind the overall frustration. Study participants
did not have the power to enforce any meaningful consequences for a coachee missing a
coaching session, other than the negative outcomes naturally associated with not showing up (not
receiving coaching, likely continuing poor academic performance). For example, coachees could
not be denied future coaching session opportunities or kept from carrying on as normal college
students in every other capacity due to no-shows. Similarly, the power of study participants was
limited in the area of holding coachees accountable for coaching session attendance. Although
emails, texts, and phone calls could be made to remind or check-in with coachees about coaching
sessions, the study participants were not allowed to go knocking on dorm room doors or
intentionally seek out coachees around the campus when coaching sessions were missed. While
study participants were not completely powerless, their options for solving the issue of student
no-shows were certainly limited.
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It was interesting to hear study participants share their experiences with no-shows when
viewed through the lens of Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle. While the first few noshows for a coach may have caused a bit of disappointment, the experience of continued noshows over time contributed to the disappointment building to frustration. The frustration was
then compounded by the limited power to do anything to solve the issue. For example, an
academic coach has the experience of multiple no-shows over time, reflects on the possible
reasons for and consequences of the no-shows, begins to generate new thoughts about the noshows and how to potentially solve the issue, and then carries those thoughts forward to form
new experiences. The main consequence of a no-show was shared by multiple study participants,
such as Lee stating, “…It can be difficult to maintain consistent forward progress when not
meeting regularly. No-shows are therefore more challenging because it could mean a month or
more in between sessions.” A month or more without meeting leaves little room for coach and
coachee to form a relationship or for coach and coachee to experience a coaching session
together. Study participants experienced frustration by not being able to help coachees through
the stages of the coaching model, as outlined by Kedem (2006). Without going through the
stages of coaching model, a coach is basically powerless to impact the success of the coachee.
Once again, the limited power of a coach to take steps to remedy no-shows is seen as a
commonality of the coaching experience.
Possible reasons for no-shows could stem from a variety of external factors, such as a
coachee’s home life, work schedule, lack of dedication, indifference, lethargy, and so on.
However, a direct tie to the previous sub-theme, space and privacy concerns, could certainly be
attributed to student no-shows. Karen was straightforward with her thoughts on the relation, “…
if we could solve the lack of privacy issue, then I think the no-shows would decline as well.” If a

104

student comes to an initial coaching session and begins to walk through the beginning stages of
the coaching model, a lack of privacy due to physical space limitations could negatively impact
the coaching session. For example, the beginning stages of the coaching model involve
identifying needs and discussing roadblocks to success. If a coachee’s needs or roadblocks
involve sensitive information that they are embarrassed or unwilling to share in an open and nonprivate environment, then the coachee leaves with a negative experience. The coachee’s negative
experience leads to a damaged relationship with their academic coach, as well as a jilted feeling
in regards to academic coaching in general. At this point, it is clear to see why the space and
privacy issues identified by study participants can contribute heavily to student no-shows for
coaching sessions. The limited power of an academic coach to improve the space and privacy
deficiencies of the coaching environment is thus directly tied to the limited power to solve the
issue of student no-shows.
Zoey began the focus group discussion regarding professional development, she stated
the following:
We had two days of going over stuff, but it is really just trial and error. Like, you just
have to jump in and hope for the best. Like, last semester I think I developed
relationships differently and actually more intimately because I had no earthly idea what I
was doing.
Becky chimed in with her thoughts on her formal training as a coach, “Because of a snow day, I
didn’t get to meet with the team, so I only have like one day of training and that was basically
learning what the program was and what I would be doing, kind of what to expect.” She
continued, “So, I didn’t get any training more or less. I was pretty much just thrown in there, but
being a counseling student, I can really say part of that helped just using those transferable
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skills.” Karen expressed that she, “learned by doing. I learned what worked for me and what
worked for my students. I can’t recall a ton of training on particular things.”
Kim was appreciative of the professional development, but noted the frustrations
involved with formal training:
Yeah, the training, there was an attempt for it to be structured, but since the system was
so new, we just didn’t have enough time to really learn the online system that we’re
doing and really go over what the curriculum is for that kind of stuff. Also, I think there
was a desire from our supervisor to have a few more informal things so that we could get
closer as a team, but the time just didn’t allow for that. The training I think we had was
helpful, though I think it could have been much more extensive.
Out of all the indicated challenges with professional development, Zoey appeared to have the
strongest feelings about limited formal training. Zoey stated in the focus group, “I want more
team time for training purposes … I think that we need to have training bimonthly. We struggle
to find the time for a staff meeting, so maybe block off time because it’s important.” She
continued, “It really does help hearing about stuff like university resources and what other
coaches are doing with their coachees. We need to improve our teamwork. More training would
really help, I think so.”
Jo shared later in the focus group interview that while the new technology and software is
helpful, she wishes there was more training available to learn how to use it. She stated, “I’m not
a tech savvy person. Also like, I feel it is kind of hard to get training on it because each student is
so different, you can’t know exactly what to say to each student each time. It’s going to be
different.”
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The discussion of limited formal training drew a unique reaction from study participants.
The dynamic was interesting, as study participants showed their appreciation for the professional
development provided by their supervisor, yet clearly expressed the amount of professional
development was inadequate. Participants greatly respect and appreciate the relationship they
have with their supervisor, as a theme later in Chapter Four will exhibit. Therefore, study
participants were careful to preserve the integrity of their coach-supervisor relationship while
making it very clear that they were frustrated with the lack of formal training opportunities. A
deeper dive into the frustrations with training opportunities shows a link to the limited power of
study participants to solve the issue. The power of study participants was limited by the
institution not providing enough resources for more formal training opportunities to take place.
For example, an additional supervisor, more academic coaches, or greater work hours are all
institution-controlled options for creating the opportunity for more formal training to occur in the
academic coaching office. However, the institution chose not to provide another supervisor or
more academic coaches to free up time for more training to be conducted. Additionally, the
institution chose not to increase the work hours of the graduate assistantships of the academic
coaches to allow more time for formal training. Regardless of the motivations behind the
institution failing to provide more formal training opportunities for academic coaches, it shows
that the power resides with the institution and not the study participants. This feeling of limited
power can certainly be connected to study participants’ coaching experiences.
While the coaches expressed that initial and ongoing formal training were both lacking, it
is important to note that the study participants described a “learning by doing” process. In
essence, study participants believe they still learned how to be academic coaches despite little
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formal training. Perhaps the formal training process is in actuality informal in nature and based
on learning through experience.
This presents itself as a classic example of Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle, as
study participants continuously learn how to be academic coaches through their experiences. The
stages of the cycle manifest themselves through a coach experiencing a coaching session,
reflecting on the experience, asking questions, researching, thinking of how future sessions can
improve, and then experimenting with new methods and information in each successive session
to form new concrete experiences. The experiential learning cycle continues on with each
coaching session. Without question, study participants experienced struggles during this
experiential learning process. Study participants expressed feelings of inadequacy, dependency
(on others), helplessness, ignorance, defeat, and anger related to the learning by doing situation
created by a lack of formal training. Despite their struggles, study participants did learn how to
be academic coaches through experience. This points to the “learning by doing” method as
adequate, but perhaps frustrations could be reduced and coaching skills enhanced by increased
and improved formal training opportunities both initially and ongoing. Unfortunately, study
participants do not have the power to increase or improve training, as this power lies with the
institution.
Although described as limited, any initial formal training conducted clearly included the
stages of the coaching model. Study participants consistently mentioned a certain structure or
model used for academic coaching. Coaching models, such as Kedem’s (2006) six stage model
of coaching, provide a basic structure or guide to help coaches navigate the academic coaching
process. Part of the frustration attached to the limited formal training is that coaches felt they
were not prepared to carry out the stages of the coaching model. As Zoey shared in the focus
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group, she initially relied on building relationships with students and basic counseling
background skills as she walked through the coaching process and figured out how to best
implement the stages of the coaching model. Study participants were frustrated by the
dependency on others as they learned how to navigate the coaching process. The help of their
supervisor and colleagues was much appreciated and well received, but study participants felt
embarrassed and inadequate at times due to having to ask for ongoing assistance as they learned
how to be an academic coach and properly execute the coaching model. Perhaps this process
supports the statements by study participants that a coaching structure does exist, but each coach
has their own style or methods within the structure.
Limited formal training impacts the way in which academic coaches experience coaching
sessions. A certain level of uncertainty or insecurity exists early on in the coaching experience as
coaches are “learning on the fly” how to navigate coaching sessions. Although supports are in
place through the help of their supervisor, colleagues, and any provided literature, frustrations
stem from depending on these resources versus receiving formal training in advance. Without
question, additional frustration comes from the limited ability of the academic coach to do
anything to improve the level or amount of training. The relationship between coach and coachee
can potentially be impacted, as a coach may not feel prepared to best serve a coachee due to
limited formal training. If a coachee is not well served, then the coachee could potentially noshow for future sessions as a result. A lack of privacy could also be intimidating to an academic
coach as they are learning how to coach, as the open environment allows others to witness their
struggles. Interestingly, the relationship between coach and supervisor does not appear to be
negatively impacted by limited formal training. Study participants even expressed that they felt
the power to increase formal training opportunities was “beyond the control of the supervisor.”

109

Being a graduate assistant certainly impacts this situation, as study participants are only allowed
to work twenty hours per week. This part-time work schedule makes it difficult to properly serve
the 34-38 student caseload managed by each academic coach. Already in a time crunch, the
difficulties in finding the time for initial and ongoing formal training are apparent.
Summary of Theme 1. While these three sub-themes initially showed themselves as
potential stand-alone themes, continued analysis pointed to their undeniable interconnectedness
under the umbrella of the limited power experienced by academic coaches. These frustrations
connected to limited power negatively impacted the way that study participants experienced
coaching sessions and formed relationships with coachees, and could have potentially strained
the relationship with their supervisor. Furthermore, being graduate assistants brought on
additional frustrations in regards to time availability for formal training opportunities, as study
participants lacked the power to increase their work hours. Although the limited power of
coaches negatively impacted the coaching experiences of the study participants, those limitations
did not cause the overall coaching experience to be negative in nature. In fact, when asked “If
you could do it all over again, would you be an academic coach,” all six participants responded,
“Yes.” As this study aims to describe what it means to be an academic coach, this first theme
makes a significant contribution. As indicated by study participants, there are tangible power
limitations within the coaching experience. However, study participants willingly discovered
how to overcome and navigate through these limitations as a part of their coaching experiences.
This willingness to push through power limitations is connected to other factors of the coaching
experience, such as powerful relationships (Theme 2) and empowering preparation (Theme 3).
Powerful relationships and empowering preparation, which are two themes to be
discussed later in Chapter Four, served as coping mechanisms for study participants as they
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experienced the ongoing power struggle of being an academic coach. The power struggle takes
place as study participants lean on powerful relationships and empowering preparation to
overcome the limited power available to academic coaches. The powerful relationships of coachsupervisor and coach-coach aid in overcoming the power limitations. For example, the consistent
“on the fly” support provided by the supervisor helps to compensate for the lack of formal
training time available for an academic coach. Although seen as detrimental to some coaching
sessions, the openness of the coaching environment allows for coaches to communicate easily
and help one another with various situations. As with supervisor support, this coach-coach
interaction can help to overcome the lack of formal training available. The lack of space and
privacy, as well as student no-shows, are better coped with through coaches being able to share
these experiences and frustrations with other coaches and their supervisor. Similarly, the
negative experiences related to limited power can be combated by the empowering preparation
for the future experienced by study participants. Elements of this empowering preparation
include the relevancy of coaching to future career paths, impacting student success, and learning
proper time management techniques. These areas of empowerment serve as direct opposition to
the frustrations caused by the limited power available to academic coaches.
Powerful relationships and empowering preparation are two coping mechanisms that
study participants incorporated to survive the struggles associated with limited power. Despite
the negative experiences attributed to limited power, powerful relationships and empowering
preparation led to an overall positive academic coaching experience for study participants. These
positive experiences will be explored in the following two themes.
Theme 2: Powerful Relationships. The second theme involves the powerful
relationships of the coaching experience identified by the participants. This theme was agreeable
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to all study participants, as each shared a variety of aspects of the powerful relationships within
their coaching experiences. Through thematic analysis, three main powerful relationships of the
coaching experience became apparent: coach-coach, coach-coachee, and coach-supervisor.
Below is an excerpt from the focus group interview regarding these relationships:
Jo: I enjoyed my time here. I don’t really have anything else to compare it to I guess,
because this is my first and only graduate assistantship. I enjoyed it, and I feel like … it is
helping me out a lot.
Kim: I think knowing that I have had several positions in higher education and
experiences with several departments, this department is the first one that I can say
constructively there is not something bad about the leadership. It’s actually worth
spending the time here, it’s worth meeting with the students, and I can say I love coming
to my job. There have never been moments where I felt like there was tension in the room
or that I wasn’t valued, or that I wanted to leave. I think that as far as positive work
atmospheres, this is the most positive work atmosphere I’ve experienced in higher
education.
Becky: I really enjoyed the work atmosphere. I haven’t had a lot of bad bosses, but I’ve
heard a lot of horror stories. I’m just very thankful for the continued streak of good
bosses and co-workers, yeah. I mentioned this in the individual interview, so I chose to
do this over my last graduate assistantship because I knew I really wanted to do
something that would be more relevant and have more of an impact on students. I’m glad
I’ve been able to do that.
Zoey: I keep choosing to do it … I think it leans toward my strengths, which are
coaching, meeting with students … It’s been a good experience for me.

112

Karen: I enjoy the positive atmosphere. This doesn’t happen everywhere, good
environment, mostly relaxed. The coaches and supervisor tend to be positive, and it’s a
bonus when students are as well
Later in the focus group discussion, Kim stated, “The space is very conducive for team cohesion
… the openness is pretty great as far as developing relationships with other coaches.” Jo added,
“I appreciated the openness when I was first a coach, because two other people really helped me
through the experience. It was encouraging, shaped my experience in a good way.” In an
individual interview, Lee mentioned his appreciation as well, “I am thankful for being allowed
some creative freedom to do my thing, and others being open and receptive. It sets the tone for
me, a good work space, solid atmosphere to work in.”
Study participants described their coach-coach relationships as overwhelmingly positive
and credited those relationships as creating a positive work atmosphere in the coaching
environment. When discussing positive atmosphere, the mood was noticeably cheery in both the
individual interviews and the focus group. The word cheery could be explained as a general
happiness, a lightness of mood, or a sensed positive energy as participants shared feedback. The
positive atmosphere of the coaching environment resulted from a variety of factors identified by
academic coaches: positive attitudes of fellow coaches, good coach-supervisor relationships in
which study participants feel valued as coaches, and positive interactions with students. Study
participants reiterated the rewarding feeling associated with working in a positive atmosphere, as
well as emotions of happiness, appreciation, elation, and excitement. This positive atmosphere
begins with the powerful coach-coach relationships of the coaching experience.
Powerful coach-coach relationships certainly set the stage for opportunities for academic
coaches to experience coaching sessions positively, confidently, and with support from their
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coworkers and supervisor. A positive coaching environment can also improve the relationship
between coach and coachee, as study participants indicated that coachees can sense the positive
vibes and relaxed atmosphere of the office space. Perhaps a positive environment can help to
overcome or lessen the impact of the aforementioned limited power of academic coaches to
remedy the lack of space and privacy. As the positive atmosphere improves the coach and
coachee relationship, so does the overall academic coaching experience also improve. A
significant part of the positive atmosphere is tied to having a good coach-supervisor relationship
as well, as mentioned by study participants. The supervisor sets and works to maintain the tone
of the coaching office, which is much appreciated by the academic coaches. While the coachsupervisor relationship will be discussed at-length later in this section, it is important to mention
the coach-supervisor relationship playing a role in creating a positive atmosphere. The overall
academic coaching experience is made better by high quality coach-coach, coach-coachee, and
coach-supervisor relationships fostering a positive work atmosphere.
Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle, as well as Kedem’s (2006) six stage model of
coaching are effective tools to use when examining the positive atmosphere of the coaching
environment created by coach-coach comradery. Study participants have had concrete
experiences specifically related to a positive work atmosphere resulting from meaningful coachcoach relationships. Reflection on the experience allows academic coaches to recognize the
feelings associated with a positive atmosphere, as well as consider ways to maintain or improve
the coaching environment. In the active experimentation stage, coaches begin to implement
methods to maintain or improve the positive atmosphere and relationships, which leads to new
concrete experiences. Study participants discussed a positive atmosphere including positive
coach-coach, coach-coachee, and coach-supervisor relationships. The combination of positive
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relationships leads to an overall positive experience in coaching sessions. A positive experience
in a coaching session includes coach and coachee being able to progress through the stages of the
coaching model. As an academic coach is able to implement the coaching model, a positive
experience occurs due to feelings of competence and satisfaction in being able to complete a task
or job as intended.
The foundation of the described positive atmosphere of the coaching environment rests
on coach-coach relationships, which form naturally through interaction in the coaching
environment. Study participants indicated a common bond of being graduate assistants, which
provides initial common ground to form a relationship. While the lack of space and privacy was
viewed as a power limitation, it also allowed for the coping mechanism of powerful relationships
to blossom. For example, study participants indicated the openness of the coaching environment
allowed for academic coaches to easily offer assistance to each other in times of need. One coach
could simply make eye contact or motion to another coach that they need assistance with a
coachee or coaching session. As coaches help one another, the bonds of the relationships grow
stronger and positivity begins to develop in the work environment. The practice of coaches
helping each other is also a coping mechanism to combat the power limitation of limited formal
training. For instance, if a coach is not sure of how to do something, he or she can simply get
assistance from a fellow coach that has knowledge of how to complete the task in question.
Similarly, the coach-coach relationship can aid in lessening the impact of student no-shows, as
coaches are able to openly share frustrations and other feelings with one another about this
occurrence. The coach-coach relationship serves to reduce the potential psychological effects of
student no-shows by giving coaches a positive outlet for their emotions with an audience that can
show both empathy and sympathy.
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The participants beamed with pride and joy when discussing the interactions with their
coachees. The power of the coach-coachee relationships was evident, as shown in this focus
group excerpt:
Zoey: For me, it’s a desire to connect, like, not being afraid of me or like seeing me even
as an authority, but as a peer, we can partner together. So, the connection that I have with
students is awesome. They sometimes see me as someone they can have a relationship
with, not as someone who’s coaching them.
Kim: I also think that, like, you can make an impact and not know. It only takes one
positive relationship for a student to feel like they are invested in a university and that
they can make a difference and that they can be successful. You never know that you
might end up being that person and it just takes a smile and a ‘How are things going? Not
only with classes, but also with your life too.’ I think that being able to have that
relationship with students where they feel comfortable not only bringing in the positive
things with classes and the crappy things with classes, but also things with life and just
being like you know what, I’m depressed and I don’t know what to do. Not only are you
a resource to them in one part of their education but a life resource as well. So I think that
can be so powerful for both me and my students. I cherish the connection.
Jo: I think it is hard to judge sometimes, too. Sometimes you don’t think they’re listening
and two weeks later they come back and do what you actually said at the time. You’re
thinking, ‘I didn’t think they’ve been listening to what I’m saying,’ but I think ultimately
we do for the most part enjoy the student interaction, even when they may not meet their
goals. The relationships are worth it, my students are great to meet with mostly.
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In an individual interview, Zoey shared more about coach-coachee interactions in her coaching
experiences:
It’s all about loving people. Like, there are a lot of times I get frustrated with students
because I know they are competent and capable and they come in and they are making
bad grades. It makes it really hard for me to love a student at that point and not get
frustrated with them. It can be tough. I think it’s, like, not judging them for not doing
well and just trying to be a support system for them and showing the same support to
them as I would one who is excelling. Regardless of the outcome, the interactions and
relationships are priceless, I wouldn’t change them. When I connect with them, it has a
positive impact on my coaching experience. It gives meaning to my life because through
the connection change can happen, and I can give the student a gift.
Kim also said, “And my experience is like, I enjoy talking to students about if you are physically
and mentally not okay, then you are not going to excel in other parts of your life. I’ve really
bonded with students through digging deeper.”
Becky feels strongly about the interactions and relationships with her coachees:
Since we work directly with students, I feel like the students we work with are the major
impact of our experience, those relationships are key. If all our students are doing bad
that is going to affect our experience here, but if we get the students who are improving
and we can see that we are making an impact in their lives that makes the experience so
much better. Either way, student interaction is such a big piece to me.
Lee expressed in his individual interview how powerful it can be to forge relationships with
students:
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As a counselor elsewhere, I find it incumbent to be able to meet students where they are
at. With the wildly ranging circumstances and backgrounds, it is also important to have
some multicultural competence and understanding and be willing to view the student’s
situations through their eyes. Many of them have families, insufficient prior experience,
little social support, demanding work schedules, etc., that often present as barriers to fully
implementing coaching suggestions and practices. In pushing through those barriers,
special relationships can be formed. As much as you try to detach yourself from the
work, a lot of the student interactions lead to relationships or bonds that you can’t help
but appreciate.
In describing the interactions with their coachees, study participants tended to focus on
the relationships formed through the coaching process. As coaches walked through coaching
sessions and then reflected on the interactions with coachees, they were able to identify what
made the interaction so positive. Upon identifying the relationships formed as what made the
experience positive, coaches could then generate ideas on how to better cultivate those
relationships moving forward and begin to infuse those ideas or methods into future coaching
sessions. Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle provides the framework for this process, as
coaches were able to construct through experience the interactions with coachees and what made
the interactions lead to powerful relationships.
The interactions with coachees were found to form powerful relationships through the use
of the coaching model or structure. For example, Kedem’s (2006) six stage model of coaching
shows how a coach and coachee would progress through the stages of a coaching session or
coaching relationship. As the coach and coachee progress through the coaching model, a positive
relationship is formed through the interaction. Study participants did not hinge the interaction
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and relationship on success or failure, but simply on progressing through the steps of the
coaching model together. Whether it is simply spending time together getting to know one
another better, working towards a common goal, or seeing a coachee achieve their goals,
something about experiencing the stages of the coaching model together creates a positive and
powerful relationship from that coach-coachee interaction.
Each study participant exuded a general happiness through smiling or tone of voice when
recalling relationships with students that were powerful in nature. This was in contrast to the
negative emotions tied to the power limitations of student no-shows for appointments. However,
the student no-shows could be considered as technically not being interactions at all due to the
absence of actual coaching sessions taking place. In regards to the lack of space and privacy
concerns, any negative emotions appeared to be related to the limited power to change the
physical environment and effects thereof rather than the coach-coachee relationship. Even in
instances where a coaching session did not necessarily go as planned, coaches still benefitted
from the experience in some manner, thus making it a powerful interaction within the coachcoachee relationship. Therefore, coaches experience academic coaching sessions as an
interaction between coach and coachee which builds powerful relationships. The reward of the
interaction could be the previously described powerful relationship formed or it could simply be
gaining experience and skill as a coach.
The powerful relationships formed between coach and coachees described by study
participants have a positive effect on the academic coaching experience. The emotions of
happiness, joy, and pride were evident as study participants discussed these relationships, which
signal a positive impact on the coaching experience. Being a graduate assistant also played a role
in the relationships, as study participants mentioned being able to use their “student status” as a
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way to break down barriers and connect with students on a real level in coaching sessions. This
nuance of being a graduate assistant is worth noting, and had a positive impact on the academic
coaching experience for study participants. Additionally, the powerful relationships between
coach-coachees were used to combat the negative coach-coachee interactions that may have been
impacted by the limited power of academic coaches. For instance, the limited power of an
academic coach to improve the space and privacy of the coaching environment could lead to a
less than favorable coach-coachee interaction. Similarly, the limited power of an academic coach
to solve student no-show and limited formal training issues could strain or negatively impact the
coach-coachee relationship. Study participants focused on the powerful coach-coachee
relationships to overcome or combat any negative experiences that may occur with coachees.
Study participants incorporated elements of their powerful relationships to attempt to improve
any negative relationships or interactions with coachees. The coping mechanism of powerful
coach-coachee relationships played a role in study participants ultimately having a positive
academic coaching experience.
Study participants revealed that their coaching supervisor played a significant role in their
academic coaching experience. They spoke highly of their coaching supervisor, and the powerful
coach-supervisor relationships that were formed. The most common features mentioned by study
participants when discussing how coach-supervisor relationships were formed and maintained
were: flexibility, open-door policy, professionalism, supportive, and rapport building. Much of
the focus group interview trended towards discussing the powerful coach-supervisor
relationships. The following excerpt from the focus group begins to outline this theme:
Jo: I had a meeting with my supervisor today, and I thought it was pretty positive. She
was reinforcing that I was doing well, because sometimes it is kind of a thankless job.
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Sometimes you don’t realize that you are impacting a student or that you are doing well,
so that during the meeting I like how she was reinforcing by saying that I was doing
alright and everything.
Becky: For me, I really appreciate her being available because I was new. I just got
thrown in, so she really made herself available for me with any questions. I took her up
on it quite often. I appreciate that, and she does give positive feedback, like, she makes an
effort to let you know that she appreciates you and that you are doing a good job. I like
that.
Kim: Also, just her ability to not only be our supervisor but also recognize that we can
have one-on-one relationships with her as well. It just brings a level of comfortability into
the workspace. Even though there is a power dynamic, you don’t feel that power dynamic
when you are here. At least for myself, I don’t feel that power dynamic when I’m talking
with her about my life or my students or my program or whatever.
Zoey: The office is really chilled out, and I think that is just reflective of who is in
charge. I don’t come in here and experience negative vibes, and like oh my gosh this is
miserable being in here. We’re just here and we’re doing our job and you know the
expectations and so I think she has set the culture.
Jo: I agree, going off of that, I’ve been here for a while now. There is never a day that I
purposely avoided coming in, which I think says a lot about the supervisor.
In response to a focus group interview question, Karen stated, “Yes, I agree that my
supervisor is flexible and available. It is important to have a supervisor who is available and
willing to support the coaches.” Karen went on to share other attributes of her coach-supervisor
relationship:
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I like that she is available. If we have a question about how to go about doing something
or what direction to go, she is usually available for me to just go in and ask her. Yeah, so
the availability. She has good suggestions and is open to suggestions. The open line of
communication and availability is an important aspect. I think it makes me more
confident that I can provide immediate solutions for students. Because I know I can walk
around the corner and get answers, and if she doesn’t know where to get answers, she can
point me in the right direction of where to turn.
Lee shared in an individual interview that he felt that his coach-supervisor relationship was
excellent due to his supervisor building rapport, being flexible, and providing support. He shared
a few examples:
I think she does a really good job of getting us resources … She has also taken on more
than I think she should have to. In the best interest of the program, she takes on all of the
overflow and rescheduled appointments, and I tell her all the time that I hate that you do
that or that you feel you have to do that or whatever … She gives me a whole lot of
flexibility and leeway, and knows that I’m going to do a pretty darn good job coaching.
So I think as far as coach and supervisor relationship, it’s been really good. She has great
energy along with focus and efficiency.
Lee continued on to mention, “She has really opened up socially with the coaches, but in a
professional way, which is great. Also, when she hears complaints or suggestions, she makes
changes when she can in response.” Lee was appreciative of the positive relationship he has with
his supervisor, and the constructive feedback that she has offered throughout his coaching tenure.
Zoey cited flexibility and an open-door policy as two components of her coachsupervisor relationship that make it so powerful. She said, “I would say my supervisor has a
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realistic expectation of my coaching role. She’s available, open, and doesn’t ask for anything
unreasonable.” Zoey describes the relationship with her supervisor positively, “I love my
supervisor! She is very easy to relate to and easy to get along with. She always wants to hear
ideas and she is open to what we are seeing and wants to hear feedback.” Zoey believes that your
experience in any job is somewhat determined by your supervisor, as they play a role in setting
the atmosphere. Therefore, it is critical to have a positive relationship with your supervisor. She
expounded with the following:
Your leaders determine your experience to some degree and so I feel like me not wanting
to leave in the environment I’m in says a lot about how my relationship with her has been
and how she shapes the experience. She understands that we are students and she doesn’t
try to say, ‘You need to do more, you need to do more, you need to do more.’ It’s an
acceptance of like, yeah, they are college students, too. The realization that the students
we help are undergraduate college students, and having realistic expectations about how
much we can do with them. Her understanding and support of that has helped my
experience to this point be great.
Zoey appreciates the reaffirmation that is a part of her coach-supervisor relationship, “I think that
she respects me and that I do my job well. Yeah, I think that she respects me for the work that I
put in and for being me. She’s shared that before, which is vindicating.”
Karen, Lee, and Zoey touted flexibility, open door policy (availability), and rapport
building as key qualities of their coach-supervisor relationships. Each of these study participants
gushed with pride and adoration when discussing their coach-supervisor relationship. Smiles,
laughs, and verbal expressions of genuine appreciation were consistent throughout interviews
when the topic was the coach-supervisor relationship. Flexibility came in the form of allowing
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coaches to adjust their work schedules when needed. Additionally, flexibility was described to be
a “go with the flow” process of the supervisor making adjustments on the fly to help coaches and
best serve coachees. For example, the supervisor takes on all of the overflow appointments and
covers appointments for coaches when they have to miss work. This type of flexibility within the
coach-supervisor relationship serves as a coping mechanism to overcome a lack of formal
training and cut down on potential student no-shows by maintaining availability to meet with
students. The flexibility present in the coach-supervisor relationship makes study participants
feel appreciated, valued, and motivates them to continue to want to come to work as a coach.
The flexibility within the coach-supervisor relationship naturally lends itself to the open
door policy, or availability, mentioned by study participants. Study participants indicated they
feel comfortable and welcomed to approach their supervisor with questions at any time. Beyond
having an “open door relationship,” the coaching supervisor regularly circulates the coaching
office to make herself available to any coaches that may need assistance. This practice supports
the positive atmosphere created by coach-coach relationships, and improves the quality of the
coach-coachee interactions. When the coach-supervisor relationship includes the supervisor
being consistently available to answer any questions or concerns of an academic coach, then the
coach-coachee relationship is better served by being able to get immediate answers and support.
In this instance, the coach-supervisor relationship is a coping mechanism that positively impacts
the way academic coaches experience coaching sessions by equipping them with the tools and
information they need. The positive impact on coaching sessions trickles down to the
relationship between coach and coachee, which is also positively impacted by the coach being
able to better assist the coachee as they progress through the stages of the coaching model. In
regards to Theme 1, the level of availability present in the coach-supervisor relationship appears
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to help remedy the limited power associated with limited formal training. Perhaps the “learning
by doing” approach described by study participants is supplemented by the coach-supervisor
relationship, which serves as an ongoing informal training process.
Rapport building occurs in the coach-supervisor relationship as the supervisor takes a
genuine interest in the lives of academic coaches outside of work. The flexibility and availability
of the coach-supervisor relationship contributes to rapport building, as it serves the purpose of
showing through actions the support and respect for academic coaches. The coaching supervisor
seeks to help build the professional skills of the study participants through interactions and
discussions in the coaching environment. Beyond their academic coaching responsibilities, the
coaching supervisor makes an effort to learn more about other aspects of the study participants’
lives. The study participants expressed that a real connection or bond was formed through the
coaching supervisor taking the time to invest in their personal lives through conversations about
life outside of the office. Undoubtedly, this ties into contributing to a positive work atmosphere.
Study participants appreciated the coaching supervisor understanding and respecting their status
as graduate assistants by not making outlandish work or time demands related to the coaching
job. In this instance, being a graduate assistant positively impacts the academic coaching
experience through rapport building within the coach-supervisor relationship. As a result of the
relationships with their supervisor, study participants feel valued, respected, and motivated to do
their job as academic coaches.
Jo’s coaching experience has been impacted positively by her coach-supervisor
relationship. She stated in her individual interview, “I like how the supervisor checks up on us as
well. The fact that she shows an interest in our school work and personal lives makes it feel like
she thinks about us as human beings and not just as workers.” Jo loves the “open-door” aspect of
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the coach-supervisor relationship, “It makes my job so much easier as a coach when I know I can
just walk right in her office and ask a question. It eases my anxiety and helps me be a better
coach to my students.” In the focus group, Jo described the relationship she has with her
supervisor:
It wasn’t like, I know that as a GA it is not really a job, but it is a job. It is a student job,
but I never had a day that I dreaded going in because she made it very enjoyable to go.
Yes, some students may make it not as enjoyable on a rough day, but at least, like, the
supervisor, I didn’t dread having to see my supervisor ever. We get along well, very
comfortable relationship but still with professional boundaries.
Becky agreed with the emerging trends of the coach-supervisor relationships being
flexible and having an open-door policy. She feels that her coaching experience was heavily
influenced by the quality of her coach-supervisor relationship. Becky continued on to offer other
aspects of her coach-supervisor relationship in the focus group discussion:
Other characteristics that I value are supportive and compassionate. It is wonderful to
have a supervisor that supports her employees by giving them the freedom to do their
jobs and trusting that they do them well. Also, a compassionate supervisor understands
that her employees need time for themselves as well. She is not all about the numbers and
bottom line. She is concerned about her employees and the students, I like that.
In regards to her feelings about the relationship with her supervisor, Becky shared the following:
I think it’s, um, more like a partnership than micromanagement. I love my supervisor.
She is really awesome to work for and I feel like she definitely allows us to do our job.
Her door is always open, whenever she can. She makes time for us even though she is
busy, and I really feel comfortable being able to go to her if I have an issue. We talked
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and I have enjoyed getting to know her just as a person. So, I really value that. I’ve heard
other people not be able to have that experience with bosses in general. But for me, that
has not been my personal experience. I’ve had a really great boss.
Becky believes her coach-supervisor relationship has made her transition into the academic
coaching role an easy one. Becky pointed out that her relationship with her supervisor, “has
made this worthwhile because this graduate assistantship actually pays less than my previous
one. It was financially a sacrifice … But I would definitely say it has been worthwhile personally
and professionally.”
Kim values the impact her relationship with her supervisor has had on her coaching
experience. Kim stated, “My supervisor is open, honest with communication and feedback. She
is willing to receive feedback and act on it as well, which has been so encouraging to me.” Kim
mentioned that her supervisor has taken her feedback and suggestions and implemented them, or
at least attempted to try something new. In her individual interview, Kim gave a few examples of
relationship-building interactions with her supervisor:
Gracious, I would say she is really big with that. To elaborate on that a little bit, I would
say, life happens. I am a doctoral student here and sometimes my class will run over or I
will get stuck behind the train or I have to go on an interview and (my supervisor) not
being upset or frustrated by that but being flexible and kind of allowing life to happen
and being okay with that. What I appreciate about my supervisor is that not only is she
willing to have conversations about the professional me, she meets me on a personal level
as well.
Beyond interactions, Kim discussed her feelings about her relationship with her supervisor:
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She kind of invested in me as a person as well as a professional … So, it’s just really
invested in me as a person and so it feels really nice and really relatable that not only can
I share my experiences with her, but she also shares her experiences with me. I know for
some supervisors that’s not a dynamic that they choose to have, and I find it to be really, I
just really like it. I really like that dynamic. I like being able to have a personal
relationship with my supervisor … I think she has very healthy relationships with us. She
does recognize, like, the boundaries have to be in place as a supervisor … She’s a very
solid professional. She understands what her role is but also really gets into her staff as a
whole on a personal level.
Jo, Becky, and Kim warmly discussed some of the attributes that they feel make their
coach-supervisor relationships powerful. Supportive, rapport building, and professionalism were
highlighted by this trio of study participants as key characteristics of their coach-supervisor
relationships. The supportive nature of the coach-supervisor relationship is well received by the
study participants, as they enjoy the supervisor “checking up” on them and showing interest in
the pursuits of their personal lives. The coaching supervisor not only supports the academic
coaches professionally as coaches, but also takes the time to learn about and support the
academic coaches’ personal goals and pursuits outside of the coaching office. According to study
participants, this level of support in the relationship builds a high level of trust that makes the
coaches feel empowered and free to do their jobs. Study participants indicated the level of
support in the coach-supervisor relationship eased their initial transition into the coaching role, as
they did not feel alone in the learning process. Additionally, study participants expressed the
importance of open and honest feedback that was both given and received by the coaching
supervisor.
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The ongoing support provided in the coach-supervisor relationship allowed study
participants to feel empowered, trusted, and capable when conducting coaching sessions with
coachees. Without question, the powerful relationship between coach and supervisor is used here
as a coping mechanism in response to the limited power discussed in Theme 1. Specifically, this
type of ongoing support is emotional in nature, which helps coaches process and cope with
frustrations related to power limitations. The importance of having a relationship in which the
supervisor supports and reassures the academic coach cannot be overlooked. The coach-coachee
relationship also benefits from the coach having a supportive coach-supervisor relationship. The
coach feels supported and empowered when conducting coaching sessions, which aids in
ensuring a positive coaching session experience for the coachee. A positive coaching session
helps to foster a strong relationship between coach and coachee, which ultimately has a positive
impact on the academic coaching experience of the academic coaches. The supportive nature of
the coaching supervisor serves to strengthen the relationship between coach and supervisor,
which contributes to a positive academic coaching experience for study participants overall.
Rapport building and professionalism were two other characteristics of the coachsupervisor relationship indicated by study participants. These two characteristics can be seen as
separate entities that mesh well in the coach-supervisor relationship building and maintenance
process described by study participants. In essence, the coach and supervisor successfully
straddle a fine line between building rapport on a personal level while maintaining
professionalism in the workplace. While the professional support and interest given by the
supervisor seemed to be appreciated yet expected by study participants, the building of rapport
on a personal level was viewed as the coaching supervisor going beyond the scope of duty to
build a positive relationship. For example, the study participants expressed with enthusiasm that
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their supervisor builds personal relationships in a way that they have not experienced with any
supervisors in previous jobs. According to study participants, this is achieved through the
supervisor not only seeking to learn more about the coaches, but also sharing pieces of her
personal life as well. Study participants recognize that this is not common with employeesupervisor relationships, at least from their prior job experiences. The openness and sharing of
personal experiences was described as creating a positive atmosphere and sense of trust within
the coach-supervisor relationship. Study participants shared that they felt valued as human
beings and enjoyed coming to work each day due to the coach-supervisor relationships they have
formed over time.
Although the supervisor was depicted as cultivating meaningful personal relationships
with academic coaches, the study participants readily highlighted the level of professionalism
maintained by their coaching supervisor. The relationships between coach and supervisor were
healthy, but the coaching supervisor was careful to maintain professional boundaries within the
relationships at all times. Study participants appeared impressed that the supervisor was able to
build such meaningful personal relationships while keeping professional boundaries and it not
seem weird or awkward at any point. The coaching supervisor maximized building personal
relationships within the confines of the professional setting, and did not extend the relationships
into any external grey areas. More specifically, an “external grey area” can be best described as
extending the relationships beyond the professional setting. For instance, there were no examples
given by study participants of the coaching supervisor seeking to hang out or connect socially
outside of the office in a personal manner that would violate a professional relationship. Study
participants appreciated the coaching supervisor understanding and executing her professional
role, but not allowing that to keep her from building healthy personal relationships with coaches.
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An academic coach with a strong coach-supervisor relationship will likely have a greater
sense of meaning and pride attached to their work. This leads to academic coaches respecting
their job and wanting to do it to the best of their ability. Coaching sessions will benefit from
these factors, as will the coach-coachee relationship. If coaching sessions and the coach-coachee
relationship benefit from a positive coach-supervisor relationship, then the academic coaching
experience as a whole benefits from that relationship. The building of rapport and level of
professionalism displayed by the coaching supervisor clearly play a role in creating a powerful
relationship between coach and supervisor. These positive interactions and relationships improve
the academic coaching experience of study participants. Study participants are graduate
assistants and described this academic coaching experience as their best graduate assistant
experience by far when compared to previous assistantships. Study participants work part-time
and carry a caseload of 34-38 coachees that keeps their coaching session schedules full at all
times. Therefore, it is all the more impressive that the coaching supervisor is able to forge such
meaningful personal relationships in the limited amount of time available to do so in the
coaching environment. Perhaps being a graduate assistant makes the rapport building and
professionalism even more meaningful to the academic coaching experience, as study
participants recognize they are not full-time professional employees yet are still valued and given
the upmost respect by their supervisor.
The positive coach-supervisor relationships described and experienced by the study
participants can be seen through the lens of Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle. Study
participants began having concrete experiences with the coaching supervisor through their initial
contact and coaching experiences. Each concrete experience allowed for the study participants to
reflect on the experiences and relationship with their coaching supervisor. This reflection was an
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opportunity for the academic coaches to identify what makes their coach-supervisor relationship
positive or negative. The relationship between coach and supervisor continued to form as the
study participants were able to generate ideas for how to better evaluate the quality of their
coach-supervisor relationship and put those ideas into action through active experimentation.
Upon putting their ideas into action, study participants were able to have a new set of concrete
experiences to continue to evaluate and build relationships with their coaching supervisor. The
cycle continued on and on throughout the academic coaching experience, and has led to the
culmination of study participants identifying their coach-supervisor relationship as a positive
one. Each new experience continues to build and reinforce the academic coaches’
acknowledgement of a powerful coach-supervisor relationship.
Kedem’s (2006) six stage model of coaching can be seen as a structure or model through
which academic coaches can navigate their relationships with their coaching supervisor.
Especially early on in their coaching careers, study participants indicated leaning heavily on their
supervisor for support, which was provided consistently. For a study participant to even begin
the first stage of the coaching process with a coachee, the supervisor had to provide that initial or
ongoing training and support. In reality, it could be seen as if the coaching supervisor guides the
novice academic coach through the stages of the coaching model as the coach also guides the
coachee through the coaching model. This high level of ongoing interaction necessitated by the
coaching structure creates ample opportunities for the coach-supervisor relationship to develop.
Once the coach-supervisor relationship is established professionally with the coaching model
serving as a backdrop, the interactions can then move into a personal relationship development
phase, if implemented by the supervisor. Study participants indicated their coaching supervisor
did implement and develop the opportunities for forming personal relationships. Therefore, the
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outcome of study participants describing their coach-supervisor relationships as being positive
and powerful can likely be tied back to the coaching model or structure.
In Theme 1, it was suggested by a study participant that hiring more graduate assistants
could help the coaching office to be able to serve more students. However, each academic coach
currently carries a full caseload of 34-38 students, and the coaching supervisor often covers
overflow and rescheduled appointments to alleviate pressure on the academic coaches. It is
unlikely that the coaching supervisor could continue this practice with an increased amount of
graduate assistants and thus more coachees to serve. Additionally, the hands-on approach of
consistently providing support to coaches would likely suffer with an increased amount of
graduate assistants to supervise. Rapport building would also take a dip in quality due to even
less time being available to spend developing coach-supervisor relationships on a personal level.
Even if the coaching supervisor were able to continue her current practices with an increased
number of graduate assistants and coachees, the level of stress and fatigue would likely rise and
negatively affect the coach-supervisor relationships. If the coaching supervisor could not
continue these practices or if the practices were less effective, it would be interesting to see if
study participants would still describe their coach-supervisor relationships positively.
A power limitation of coaching mentioned in Theme 1 was the limited amount of formal
training. The support, flexibility, and availability within the coach-supervisor relationship
appears to potentially offset or somewhat normalize this limitation. For example, the ongoing
support and assistance provided by the coaching supervisor serves as a sort of “formally informal
training” process as academic coaches learn by doing. When attempting to relate the coachsupervisor relationship to the limited power of academic coaches, it is interesting that no study
participants connected the relationship to any identified power limitations. Essentially, the
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coach- supervisor relationship was held harmless for any limitations or negative occurrences of
the academic coaching experience. The study participants agreed that the supervisor was not
allowed to make certain changes or was simply unable to make a change due to it being above
her pay grade or level. Interestingly, the coaching supervisor, at least in the eyes of the study
participants, suffers from the same limited power as coaches in regards to the ability to make
improvements to identified deficiencies in the coaching program. The belief was that if the
supervisor had the professional capability to make changes for the better that were suggested as a
part of the coach-supervisor relationship, then she would do so. Perhaps this can be attributed to
the positive and meaningful personal relationships formed with study participants.
In contrast, some of the powerful relationships and their impact on the coaching
experience mentioned earlier in this theme are tied to the coach-supervisor relationship. The
coach-supervisor relationship was consistently mentioned as contributing to the positive
atmosphere of the coaching environment. Study participants expressed that a supervisor is
largely responsible for setting the tone of the work environment, and that the work environment
is a positive one due to the positive coach-supervisor relationships. The coach-coachee
relationship is impacted greatly, as the supportive element of the coach-supervisor relationship
leads to coachees receiving the best possible assistance within their coaching sessions. The
coach-coach and coach-supervisor relationships work together to create and maintain a cohesive,
supportive, and positive work environment.
Summary of Theme 2. Each of the relationships identified by study participants initially
presented themselves as potential stand-alone themes of the academic coaching experience.
However, continued analysis pointed to them being intertwined under the umbrella of powerful
relationships. These powerful relationships positively impacted the way that study participants
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experienced coaching sessions, as well as how they formed relationships with fellow coaches,
coachees, and their coaching supervisor. Furthermore, being graduate assistants allowed the
study participants to reap additional benefits in regards to being able to genuinely connect with
coachees and fellow coaches. This was a result of study participants being able to make a
student-student level connection with coachees when needed, and the unifying bond of the
shared coach-coach experience of being graduate assistants.
Perhaps the powerful relationships of the coaching experience serve as a counterbalance
at the least, or, at best, a way to overcome the limited power of the coaching experience.
Powerful relationships were a significant theme of the coaching experience, as study participants
used their powerful relationships as a coping mechanism against the limited power afforded
academic coaches. The coach-coach relationships created a positive work atmosphere while
providing both emotional and professional support. The emotional support stemmed from having
colleagues “in the trenches” that could share and work through the emotions related to the power
limitations of the position. The professional support stemmed from coaches being willing to help
one another with deficiencies resulting from a lack of formal training. The coach-coachee
relationships allowed study participants to experience positive interactions with students, thus
shaping their academic coaching experience in a positive manner. The positive coach-coachee
relationships served as a resource for finding methods to potentially overcome any negative
coach-coachee interactions resulting from power limitations. For instance, a positive coachcoachee relationship could contain some methods for overcoming issues such as lack of privacy,
student no-shows, and limited formal training. At the very least, study participants bank on
positive coach-coachee relationships as being powerful enough to overrule any negative
experiences. This coping mechanism plays a role in study participants identifying their overall
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coaching experience as a positive one. The coach-supervisor relationship provides ongoing
support to coaches as they fight against their limited power to remove certain barriers present in
the coaching experience. The coaching supervisor serves as a “supportive ear” to hear the
complaints of coaches, reassure them of their abilities, and work to make what improvements are
possible to be made from the supervisory level. Additionally, the powerfulness of the coachsupervisor relationship hinges heavily on the supervisor’s willingness to provide ongoing
professional support to help study participants cope with the lack of formal training. Essentially,
the supervisor works to fill the gaps or pick up any slack in the coaching office to make the
experience as positive as possible for the academic coaches. Study participants notice and
appreciate the efforts of the coaching supervisor, which strengthens the relationship. Study
participants also point to the coach-supervisor relationship being powerful due to the level of
personal interest the supervisor shows in each coach. The strong bonds formed in the coachsupervisor relationship aid study participants in being able to cope with the frustrations
associated with the limited power of the position.
As this study aims to describe what it means to be an academic coach, this second theme
makes a significant contribution. Collected and analyzed feedback from study participants point
to an academic coach forming and maintaining powerful relationships that can be used as coping
mechanisms when experiencing the power struggles within the coaching experience. Therefore,
at least part of what it means to be an academic coach is to have powerful coach-coach, coachcoachee, and coach-supervisor relationships that contribute to an overall positive coaching
experience.
Theme 3: Empowering Preparation. The third theme centers on empowering
preparation for the future as a key component of the academic coaching experience. Each study
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participant believed that their graduate assistantship as an academic coach served to empower or
equip them with the skills needed for their future careers. This empowering preparation for the
future was identified as taking place through three main features of the academic coaching
experience: relevancy, impacting student success, and time management. As study participants
reflected on their coaching experiences, it became evident how these empowering elements both
prepared study participants for the future and served as coping mechanisms during their time as
academic coaches.
The relevancy of academic coaching to study participants’ graduate studies or intended
career path played a role in making the coaching experience an empowering one. The following
brief excerpt from the focus group interview provides a few examples:
Jo: I guess I can go. I wanted to stay, like, with my degree within the academic realm and
a lot of the GA’s were more like student involvement and I want to be more involved in
academics. Coaching has been such a great fit.
Zoey: It was my only option [laughs]. No, but really, it has been nice that coaching gives
me a chance to do something that I plan to have a career in later.
Kim: At least you’re honest [laughs]. For me it was an extension of the job I had prior.
So, working in residential life I became really connected to the students there, and I
wanted another opportunity where not only would I be able to connect with students, but
I would also help develop a program. I’ve done that prior, so this was kind of everything
that I wanted in a little bundle.
Becky: In particular, I needed another GA because mine was ending. I knew another
coach that worked here and so she put a feeler out and that really worked out pretty
perfect for my major. It’s nice being in a relevant GA to my life, finally.
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In his individual interview, Lee explained the relevancy of his coaching experience to preparing
for his future career, “It’s kind of this idea of this mapping well into what I’m doing. I think the
ability to get more direct hours for my program and not just for counting hours to apply, but
these are experiences that are helpful in my program.” He continued, “It is something I can put
on my resume. It’s about as good of a fit as a GA position that I could’ve asked for. For sure
relevant, yes.” In her individual interview Karen stated, “I mean, coaching gives me that
experience. It’s related to what I want to do, so it makes a lot of sense.” Zoey shared the
following in the focus group:
Um, so in my specific position as a grad student as an academic coach, I get to utilize my
counseling skills. The most rewarding part is getting to actually practice what I’m
learning. That would be what is rewarding for me.
Becky followed Zoey’s thoughts, “For me, being a grad assistant is giving me an
opportunity to get some hands-on experience. The coaching experience seems so connected to
my grad school work.” Kim explained the relevancy of her experience and how it empowers her
future, “It helps develop me as a professional while allowing me the opportunity to continue the
work that I’ve done with students. More so, it gives me a chance to sharpen my counseling skills
in a safe environment.” Jo added, “It’s also giving me some real-life work practice experience.
That I get the experience is huge. That I’m getting, you know, I’m getting to use my skills here.”
Relevancy to graduate studies and intended careers was described as a huge positive of
the coaching experience. All study participants are masters or doctoral students in the Counseling
Educational Psychology (CEP) program, with the exception of Jo being a masters student in
Leadership and Policy Studies. The CEP study participants voiced intentions of pursuing a career
in a related field upon graduation, and many are currently conducting counseling hours as a part
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of their program. The coaching experience was described as one that allows them to build and
sharpen their skills in a low-risk environment similar to counseling, but with less stress and
pressure. Jo shared that the coaching experience has influenced her towards pursuing a career in
academic coaching or a similar area upon graduation. All study participants indicated the
experience gained through academic coaching is relevant and helpful in both their graduate
studies and training for future careers. Without question, the findings point to the academic
coaching experience being relevant, and thus empowering preparation for the future for study
participants.
Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle lends itself well to the relevant experience
mentioned by study participants. Academic coaches have concrete experiences through coaching
sessions, reflect on the experiences and recognize the relevancy to their graduate studies and
future careers, generate ideas on how to make the most of the experience, and then experiment
with those ideas in new coaching sessions. The stage of “generate ideas on how to make the most
of the experience” represents study participants identifying the most relevant parts of the
coaching sessions and attempting to continue to improve those relevant aspects with each
session. The most relevant parts of a coaching session would be those instances in which the
coaches are able to implement and practice counseling-related methods with coachees. The
practice of counseling-related methods is an excellent way to prepare for future careers in the
field. Within Kedem’s (2006) model of coaching, all six stages contain counseling-related
aspects that would be relevant for study participants as they prepare for future careers. The
reflective observation and abstract conceptualization phases of the experiential learning cycle
come into play, as each coach must reflect on which stages are most relevant to their
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developmental needs and conceptualize how to get the most out of the experience presently and
in the future.
Study participants experience academic coaching sessions meaningfully and purposefully
due to the coaching sessions being relevant to their current and future career interests. Study
participants were excited to share how empowering it was to be working in an area of interest
and something they have been unknowingly prepared for through their CEP courses and other
counseling experiences. The coaches in this study shared that they approach the job seriously due
to it being an excellent opportunity to gain counseling-related experience without a high level of
criticism, judgment, or fear of failure. Study participants indicated their counseling skills were
extremely transferrable to the world of academic coaching sessions. Academic coaches already
possessing a strong background in counseling are capable of serving students from the very first
session, which makes the experience better for everyone. The counseling background equips
coaches with the proper tools to develop positive relationships with coachees, which has a
positive impact on the overall coaching experience.
Study participants did not end up in an academic coaching graduate assistantship by
random chance. The coaching supervisor played a significant role, whether through directly
recruiting, receiving recommendations, or simply reviewing applications for the graduate
assistant positions. It would be interesting to know if the coaching supervisor purposefully seeks
out and selects CEP students as academic coaches, and what criteria are believed to make them a
solid choice. The assumption would be that the coaching supervisor feels graduate students
already possessing counseling experience and education are better equipped to be academic
coaches than graduate students in other programs. In regards to the aforementioned limited
formal training opportunities, perhaps study participants in the CEP program have relevant pre-
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existing skill sets which allow them to adapt quickly and learn on the fly in the coaching
environment. Furthermore, the relevancy of the coaching experience could be seen as a coping
mechanism, as study participants’ pre-existing counseling skills can help to ease the blow of
their limited power to change the amount of formal training they receive. This idea could
suggest that, while sometimes frustrating, limited formal training may be all that CEP students
need as academic coachees.
The graduate assistant aspect of being an academic coach definitely makes the academic
coaching experience relevant. Study participants spoke with a certain level of excitement when
discussing the relevancy of their graduate assistantships. The academic coaching experience
aligns well with the Counseling Educational Psychology program, as well as the future career
plans of all study participants. Study participants described the opportunity to gain counselingrelated experiences while getting paid, assuming low risks and consequences, and strengthening
their résumés. Additionally, study participants found it rewarding to be able to do academic
coaching part-time and still complete their counseling hours or work another job.
Each of the study participants expressed a desire and appreciation for helping students
through impacting their success, and cited it as a significant part of their coaching experience.
While the academic coaches agreed that they base their coaching on a similar structure, the
methods and experiences can look different based on the students they serve. All of the study
participants are looking to pursue a career in a helping profession, which makes helping
coachees through academic coaching sessions an opportunity to prepare for the future. This brief
focus group excerpt begins the presentation of this empowering feature of the coaching
experience:
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Jo: I think that being a support system for students and letting them know that they are
not alone on campus and hoping that they do get more involved on campus and find a
connection to the campus is one of my priorities as a coach.
Zoey: I like that, connection to the campus, finding a connection. A lot of the students are
not involved, and I push them to go get involved. Please get involved in something. Make
a connection. Let me help you if you don’t know how.
Becky: Yeah, them being involved is going to ultimately impact their grades because
they’re going to be happier here.
Zoey: I think it is being a positive influence, being a teacher and mentor, being someone
that they can look up to and seek guidance from.
Kim: I think providing a safe space is one way I help. The space where they can really
bring their authentic selves in and, granted, some students choose not to do that and that’s
perfectly fine as well. This is a place where they can get the resources that they need but
also form the relationships that can help them to be successful. Not only in their academic
career, but learning how to interact in a professional but also relaxed setting.
Jo: I think in a way like she said, kind of like a mentor for them to look up to. I always try
to start out with my students by telling them I did not do very well my freshman year, but
look where I am now. You are able to come back from this and find success.
Karen tries her best to impact the success of her students, but she admitted it is easier to have an
impact with those students who want to be helped. “As the semesters have gone on, I have
continued to learn how to better help my students,” she stated in the focus group. Karen seeks to
meet students where they are at and impact their success even if it is not an academic issue:
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Because I come from the background of a therapist, because I come from that
background, I want to sometimes help students who are having life issues. I know that is
not my role, and sometimes it can bring up feelings of sadness or maybe some fear at
times to depending on the situation. However, I do my best to assist the student in the
moment and get them to the proper resources quickly.
Becky feels, “this position has cemented my passion to help students gain the skills and
confidence they need for academic and professional success.” Becky pointed out that she has to
be patient with students because they are not going to always do all of the things she suggests in
coaching sessions. However, she enjoys impacting student success through helping students
recover from shortcomings or failed attempts. Becky commented in her individual interview:
So, after our first session, many students expressed that this was nothing like what they
thought it would be. ‘I thought you were going to get onto me, berate me, and get on to
me.’ I was like, ‘No, I’m not going to do that, I’m not here to do that. I’m here to help
you along, and help you with this semester and with some stuff you may have struggled
with last semester.’ To open their eyes to that, to their willingness to try, that’s big for
me.
Becky has the freedom to impact students beyond academics by talking about external factors
that may be hindering academic success. She especially enjoys seeing her coachees get back on
track and helping them realize that one past semester does not define them as a student.
In the focus group, Jo indicated her thoughts about impacting the success of her students:
I think one thing is you’re more like a support system rather than someone who is going
to yell at them, since they’re doing bad in class or something … I want to say I got, I got
feedback that I had an impact on students. I had a review that one student said that I was
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the reason they didn’t drop out. They may not voice it, but it may still be an impact that
results from me helping out.
In the individual interview, Jo described a particular situation in which a student rarely attended
classes but always showed up for coaching sessions. Each session, Jo suggested for the student to
go talk to professional counselors. In the last session of the semester, the student agreed to walk
to the professional counseling office with Jo. She said, “Finally we were able to go down to
counseling, which was a victory.” Jo has used her graduate student status to connect with
students in a manner which creates a better opportunity for positively impacting their chances for
success. She quipped, “I think they think that I’m helping them, so that’s good. I’m glad that
they think I’m helping them, because sometimes I’m not too sure if I’m helping them [laughs].”
Karen, Becky, and Jo each shared some aspects of their experiences in impacting student
success that warrant further discussion and analysis. Karen expressed that she had a greater
impact with coachees that wanted to be helped. This is an interesting thought and can be related
to the limited power expressed in Theme 1. If a student no-shows or attends coaching sessions
sporadically, this could potentially be an indication that he or she is not truly ready or willing to
be helped. As evidenced in Theme 1, coaches are limited in their power to provide consequences
or accountability for student no-shows. In contrast, a student who wants to be helped will likely
manifest this by routinely attending coaching sessions seeking assistance. This routine
attendance and willingness to be helped builds a positive relationship between coach and
coachee, which has a positive impact on the academic coaching experience for study
participants. Theme 2 aligns well with this occurrence in terms of the described positives of
powerful coach-coachee relationships. Through impacting student success, the coach is able to
have a positive interaction with the coachee by way of beginning to form a meaningful
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relationship. In this instance, impacting student success can be seen as a coping mechanism to
overcome the limited power to remedy student no-show issues. More specifically, consistently
building a positive coach-coachee relationship through impacting student success is an example
of using Theme 2 and Theme 3 as coping mechanisms in response to Theme 1.
Karen mentioned her counseling background being helpful in impacting student success,
as she feels better equipped to guide students through life issues and get them to the proper
resources. Karen recognizes her role as a graduate assistant and not a professional counselor,
which is indicated through her referring the coachee to the proper resources rather than
attempting to diagnose and treat any presenting issues herself. Relevancy can also be tied-in
here, as the elements of counseling present in Karen’s experiences impacting student success are
relevant to her graduate studies and intended career path.
Becky indicated her struggle with remembering to be patient with students, as they will
not always do what she suggests in coaching sessions. While working to impact student success,
students not following suggestions could lead to potentially negative coach-coachee
relationships. The potential does exist for a coach-coachee relationship to negatively impact the
academic coaching experiences of study participants. However, Becky indicated even through
coachee interactions that do not necessarily go well, she enjoys helping coachee’s recover from
those failed attempts. This relates to the powerful coach-coachee relationships in Theme 2, as
Becky strives to build personal relationships to impact student success. The freedom to help
students academically by exploring non-academic factors is something that Becky identified as a
powerful method for impacting student success. The capability and freedom to discuss external
factors hindering a coachee’s academic success can be traced to a trusting coach-supervisor
relationship and relevant experience. For example, the supervisor has to empower and support
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the academic coach to go beyond academics to explore what other factors may allow a coach to
impact student success. The relevant experience, as seen earlier in this theme, comes into play as
Becky has a counseling background and plans to pursue a career in the field. This relevant
background makes it more feasible for Becky to take somewhat of a counseling approach to
exploring personal issues that may be affecting a coachee’s academic endeavors. In this example,
the coach-coachee relationship, coach-supervisor relationship, and graduate assistant experience
are all positive in nature. These positive relationships and experiences shape the academic
coaching experiences of study participants in a positive direction. In regards to a coping
mechanism, impacting student success and relevancy work together with powerful relationships
to overcome the power limitation of limited formal training. Additionally, Becky is preparing for
her future career through impacting student success, as she has to explore a variety of issues to
pinpoint what may best help a student. A counseling session with a client will likely include
similar aspects in a future career.
Jo indicated that she always refers her coachees to professional counselors at the first
signs of an identified need. Being a graduate assistant greatly impacts how Jo handles this
situation, as it is not her responsibility to act as a professional counselor for coachees. Jo
expressed a sense of relief in being able to refer students out to professional help. Additionally,
Jo uses her graduate assistant status to connect with her coachees in a manner that allows her to
have a positive impact on their success and build positive relationships. Jo believes that being
able to tell her coachees that she is still a student too helps to bridge the gap and foster
meaningful interactions. The coach-coachee relationship benefits from this relationship building,
which ultimately has a positive impact on the way study participants experience academic
coaching sessions and academic coaching in general.
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Jo does not plan to pursue a career in counseling, but does plan to pursue a helping
professions career in student services in higher education. Therefore, Jo referring her coachees
out to professional counselors is excellent career preparation for the future. The methods used to
connect with students and the experiences resulting from those connections will empower Jo to
be better prepared to serve in a professional role in higher education.
Lee could not hold back a smile in his individual interview when beginning to discuss the
topic of impacting student success. Lee indicated that he works hard to persuade his coachees to
buy-in to the program. He continued, “I try to get them looking at it as, ‘I want this for you, how
can I help you achieve this goal?’” Lee conveyed a couple of techniques he uses when trying to
impact student success:
I kind of use the establishment or even my supervisor as a “bad guy” as a foil to kind of
win students over like ‘I’m here with you and want to help you overcome.’ When doing
coaching, I try to get away from the power differential. I feel like in some ways it makes
them more receptive to me, and I really need them to want to be there.
While he enjoys impacting students through academic coaching and being a part of their success
stories, Lee says it can still be a tough job:
So I don’t know, I think the relationship to me is I’m trying to be a positive role model
and pass on helpful information. I try to motivate them as best I can and really celebrate
those student victories, large or small. There are a lot of not successful stories that come
out of it, and I think you need to celebrate successes to maybe help you feel good about
what you’re doing. I know it makes the students feel good, too.
Zoey expressed, “Anytime I can help a student and I can move them from a place of
‘there’s a need’ to ‘that need is satisfied,’ those are some of my favorite experiences.” In an

147

individual interview, Zoey recalled two particular instances of impacting student success from
her coaching experiences:
There was one student last semester and it was the very first session. I don’t know what
it was necessarily about him, but he was really easy to kind of like pick certain parts of
his personality apart, so I would be like, ‘Yeah that’s interesting.’ He was really fun and
he got a lot out of it. He was like, ‘This is great, I love it.’ He was successful in his two
classes in addition to the personal life gains we made, so that’s a success story. That was
really sweet … I have another student who has a lot of anxiety and she’s a challenge. So
it’s fun trying to figure her out and how do I get her comfortable where she can talk to me
and not be anxious about the conversation. So, ‘What does she need in that conversation’
is my thought process. That was fun to help her.
Zoey indicated other ways in which impacting students has been a part of her coaching
experience:
Confrontation does help in some instances. So if I can confront certain aspects with
students, I think that that changes the relationship. My last semester, there was a girl that
I could just tell that she didn’t want to be there, and I was like, ‘You don’t want to be
here do you,’ and she was like, ‘No.’ So, that actually opened up the relationship. I don’t
know if that would necessarily work in all cases. Yeah, there is another student who I
wasn’t connecting with and like all of a sudden I started being really sarcastic and he
actually responded to that. So it’s just so different for each student.
In an individual interview, Kim described herself as the type of person to go above and
beyond the normal scope of the job to help her students. She believes all students are different,
so the type of impact may look different also:
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You can’t set specific expectations for your student population as a whole, because every
student is going to be different and students are going to learn at different levels. They’re
going to be able to relate to you on a different level. You have to come in with an open
mind and an open heart and just let the experience be what it is going to be. You can sure
challenge students, absolutely … At the same time, the student might need that second
session to start feeling comfortable with you. I can keep smiling and trying to help a
student, but until they are ready to receive the help or I discover the right kind of help, it
won’t happen.
In the focus group interview, Kim was excited to share her favorite parts of impacting the
success of her students:
Seeing the success stories are one of them, but also seeing students that are really
invested in the process and really go and buy into what they are doing and change their
mindset of, ‘Oh I’m just here to have a college experience and to have fun, and to
understand, well if I do things correctly I can still have a college experience and still have
fun while being successful.’ So, just kind of seeing the way people develop over the
semester is really wonderful. And not seeing them go somewhere worse next semester is
the best. It’s really cool to know that I helped and played at least a small role in a
student’s success.
Lee, Zoey, and Kim each shared some of their experiences in impacting student success
that warrant further discussion and analysis. Much of Lee’s approach to impacting student
success could be linked to the powerful relationships outlined in Theme 2. Relevant experience
and the coach-coachee relationship were prevalent as Lee shared his experiences. Lee would
attempt to “partner” with coachees in an effort to discover how he could help them achieve their
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goals. For example, Lee would insinuate that he was on the “coachee’s side” and try to help the
coachee beat or overcome the system. In essence, he attempted to eliminate the power
differential of the coaching relationship to gain trust and build rapport with the coachee. Lee
described this as a technique he learned through his counseling background and experience in
conducting counseling hours as a requirement of his graduate program. This approach of
implementing powerful coach-coachee relationships and leveraging relevant experience can be
seen as a coping mechanism to combat all three sub-themes of Theme 1. Lee hopes to disarm the
lack of privacy concern and lessen the student no-show rate through powerful relationships, and
overcome limited formal training through relevant experience.
While he enjoys the positive outcomes of coaching sessions, Lee acknowledged that there
are some unsuccessful stories that come out of coaching. Therefore, he emphasizes celebrating
the successes that do occur in order to boost his own morale, but to, of course, make the
coachees feel good about themselves as well. The realization that there will be successful and
unsuccessful sessions serves as excellent preparation for a future career, as there will be both
positive and negative experiences in a professional career. It is important to have experience
navigating those high and lows while continuing to carry out job responsibilities. Through Lee’s
experience impacting student success, it can be seen that coaches experience academic coaching
sessions in various ways. Lee had both successful and unsuccessful experiences, and attempted
different methods within the coaching model to have the best chance at impacting student
success. Being a graduate assistant had a positive impact on Lee’s coaching experience, as he
was able to use his graduate student status to “team up” with coachees to beat or overcome the
system. If Lee were a professional academic coach, he would not be as able to identify as a
fellow student trying to achieve the same goals as the coachee. The relationship between coach
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and coachee was positively impacted by the graduate assistant status as well, which improved the
overall academic coaching experience for the study participant.
Similar to Lee, Zoey’s experiences impacting student success related to the powerful
relationships in Theme 2. The coach-coachee relationship building, as well as relevant
experience, played a role in Zoey’s experiences. Zoey described instances in which building
personal relationships with coachees led to not only academic gains, but also personal life gains.
Zoey expressed that these processes and outcomes were fun for both her and the coachee, as they
were able to achieve success together. In terms of coping mechanisms, Zoey believed her
counseling background gave her the relevant experience needed to navigate the formation of
personal relationships with coachees. She was then able to use those personal relationships to
give herself a better chance to impact the success of her coachees. For example, Zoey was able to
take a confrontational approach with one of her coachees which resulted in a positive outcome.
In a coaching session with another coachee, Zoey was able to discover that sarcasm was the key
to beginning to form a meaningful relationship with the student. Zoey’s experiences of impacting
student success show that academic coaches can experience academic coaching sessions in a
variety of ways. Her approach points to being open-minded to meet students where they are at
academically and personally, remaining flexible in how you conduct sessions, and being willing
to experiment with different methods to see what works best. If a student is not being successful
or responding to coaching, then it may be best practice to try something different rather than
continuing down a road proven to be unsuccessful. In regards to the coach-coachee relationship,
Zoey overwhelmingly mentioned positive relationships that enhanced her academic coaching
experience. Once again, impacting student success is linked to powerful relationships. Theme 2
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and Theme 3 were regularly implemented as dual coping mechanisms to combat the limited
power described in Theme 1.
Kim was succinct yet expressive when discussing her experience with impacting student
success. She was consistent with her description of the impact looking different for each student,
and to avoid trying to have specific methods and expectations for all coachees. Kim recalled her
experiences to involve her always taking a positive approach and doing all she could do to help a
coachee, but until the student was ready to receive help it did little good in the way of impacting
their success. Without question, Kim’s experiences suggest that academic coaches experience
academic coaching sessions differently depending on unique factors such as type of student,
presenting issues, overall goals, expected outcomes, and a seemingly endless list of external
possibilities. Similar to Lee and Zoey, Kim’s approach can be tied to Theme 2, as she tries to
form personal relationships with students to be able to better assist them in the coaching process.
Kim also makes reference to a sub-theme of Theme 1 when mentioning that she always attempts
to get students to open up and share, but if they don’t want to share that’s fine too. This clearly
relates to the space and privacy concerns in Theme 1, as students are likely unwilling to share
sensitive information due to the lack of privacy created by the physical space or layout of the
coaching environment. Similar to other study participants, Kim uses a combination of Theme 2
and Theme 3 to cope with the challenges presented by the power limitations outlined in Theme
1. Through impacting student success and the methods used to do so, Kim is gaining preparation
for a future career in the counseling field.
It was interesting to see a mix of emotions as experiences with impacting student success
were shared. Study participants expressed emotions that included excitement, encouragement,
struggle, and vindication. The excitement, encouragement, and vindication are easily attributed
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to the outcomes of impacting student success. Struggle, however, was a bit surprising to observe
as a part of impacting student success. Study participants exhibited or described struggling with
the realization that when impacting student success, the level of success may not meet the
intended goal and that you can only truly help a student as much as they are willing to be helped.
This is excellent preparation for the future, as successes and struggles will occur in the
professional careers of study participants. The opportunity to experience this in the academic
coaching environment is empowering on-the-job training for the future.
Impacting student success, when viewed through the lens of Kolb’s (1984) experiential
learning cycle, can be seen as constructed through the experiences of the study participants.
Study participants had many concrete experiences with impacting student success, and then
moved into reflecting on those experiences. Through reflective observation, study participants
were able to mine their experiences for what worked and what did not work in regards to
impacting student success. The abstract conceptualization phase allows study participants to
generate ideas of how to increase their chances for impacting student success based off of their
reflective observation of prior experiences. The active experimentation phase takes place when
study participants put into action the ideas generated in the abstract conceptualization phase. The
active experimentation process creates new concrete experiences, thus beginning the cycle anew.
The continued process of the experiential learning cycle is what produces all of the experiences
of impacting student success described by the academic coaches in this study.
Kedem’s (2006) six stage model of coaching provides a solid foundation for impacting
student success. Essentially, all of the study participants’ experiences with impacting student
success stem from guiding coaches through the stages of the coaching model. While study
participants indicated implementing their own style or the coaching style best suited for each
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student, the basic structure or model for academic coaching remains the same. Study participants
also indicated a need to “meet students where they are at,” which is accomplished by starting at
whatever point is most appropriate in the coaching model. For example, one coachee may need
to start at the very beginning of the coaching model by identifying their needs, whereas another
coachee may already know their needs and simply be ready to step right into setting goals and
methods for achieving them. It is important to note that the coaching process is not always linear,
and it is possible to backtrack to a previous stage of the model when needed.
Through sharing their experiences of impacting student success, study participants
depicted that academic coaches experience academic coaching sessions authentically.
Authentically means that coaching sessions are unique based on the factors involved such as type
of student, type of coach, attitudes of coach-coachee, coaching environment, needs of the
student, coach-supervisor relationship, power limitations, goals for the session, expected
outcomes, actual outcomes, and so on. In essence, each coaching session maintains certain
similarities rooted in the structure of the coaching model, but the authenticity, or originality,
comes through the interactions that are unique to each coach-coachee interaction.
The relationship formed between coach-coachee can be either positive or negative when
attempting to impact student success, but study participants chose to overwhelmingly discuss the
positive relationships. This positive outlook could be attributed to a positive culture created by
healthy coach-coach and coach-supervisor relationships or the potentially random chance of all
study participants possessing positive outlooks on the coaching process and outcomes. Analysis
points to powerful coach-coach and coach-supervisor relationships rather than the random
chance of similar personality traits. However, it could be argued that the relevant counseling
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background of five of the six study participants could contribute to the coaches maintaining a
positive outlook regardless of the results of coaching sessions.
The empowering preparation of time management is multifaceted, as it includes coaches
managing their time on the job, as graduate students, and as young adults. Five of the six study
participants agreed that time management has been an ongoing struggle of their coaching
experience. The participant that disagreed, Zoey, still conceded that while it was not especially
challenging, time management was still a part of her coaching experience that prepared her for
the future. The following excerpt from the focus group interview provides a comical, but honest
introduction to time management:
Kim: I’m always giving students time management tips, oh my gosh. The number of
students who come in working ridiculous hours at a job that they hate, or always showing
up late to things. Time management, I cover it every single week with every single one of
my students because that is the thing that they neglect often.
Becky: Do you think you could give me a refresher? [everyone laughs]
Jo: Now I know that I have seen at least one of y’all be stuck on the other side of the train
tracks late for work.
Kim: How would you know?
Jo: Because I was standing right beside you [everyone laughs]
Zoey: I have a confession; I saw both of you because I was sitting in my car stuck by the
same train [everyone laughs]
Kim: That train has caught me before, too. We may all need a little refresher course.
While the focus group interview took a brief comical turn, the majority of the coaches did
eventually share various instances in which they struggle and make adjustments to best manage
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their time. Karen admitted to hoping for a student no-show from time to time, just to get some
extra time to work on her own school work. She believes that she could better manage her time
as a coach if students would communicate better about missing appointments. Karen stated, “A
lot more of my time in the office could be used for my own assignments, which would free up
more time outside of work. It’s hard to do that when students don’t communicate the no-show
ahead of time.”
Lee mentioned in an individual interview that he works hard to “practice what he
preaches” to his students when it comes to time management. He explained, “With my students
it’s like, okay you work thirty-five hours a week, I know that sucks. You’re nineteen or twenty
years old and trying to deal with that, it can be tough to manage the time.” He feels as though he
does his best through coaching to offer students solutions for time management and suggest
cutting work hours if at all possible. However, he feels like he should be following his own
advice when he is putting in his time as an academic coach, and then also putting in the same or
more hours elsewhere at times.
He described the time management struggle as follows:
Time. Yeah, time ... Fortunately, I have the financial means that I’m not so worried about
making enough money from this to cover everything. So without the financial stresses, it
really becomes just trying to be a grown ass man doing a whole lot of work. It can be
hard at times, but it is what it is. Fortunately, you do get some windows of time to get
things done during downtime when you don’t have a scheduled appointment or you have
a no-show. This semester, not as much because we have such a large caseload, like, if
you have any free time I want to know how it happened … it’s a balance, for sure.
Kim communicated that working to improve her time management skills has been a
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constant process during her coaching experience. She expounded, “There are not enough hours
in the day to get everything done. Sometimes … you may not be getting the authentic and best
part of me because I’m tired.” Kim continued to share her time management concerns in her
individual interview:
When finals come up, you’re going to be exhausted and I’m going to be exhausted and
it’s just going to be a thing where I might not be able to fully give you everything that
you should be getting from me as an academic coach. That being said, I always try to put
my best foot forward. That means I have to send students resources via email for them to
look over. I always want to make sure they have something if the session wasn’t super
rich or super fruitful for them, so there’s something else that they can do. So, I would say
time, there’s not enough time in the day.
Kim expressed that time management is one of those things that can sneak up on you. She stated,
“Sometimes I can find myself being distracted. I may have homework to do and the student is
coming in, and it is really easy to rush through this coaching session so I can get out of here
earlier so I can do homework.”
In the focus group, Jo shared how time management has influenced her experience as an
academic coach:
Trying to find time to do everything is tough! Um, I think that is probably the most
difficult is just like, this is a job and then, having school on top of that and grad school
work is very different than undergrad work was. Everything, just trying to juggle work
and grad school and still maintain a social life as well. That doesn’t really happen too
often, the social life [laughs].
Becky shared similar experiences with time management:
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I think the most challenging is balancing … Not knowing if students are going to come,
like, I let them know to please let me know if you are going to come so I can use my time
wisely. We’re supposed to give them at least fifteen minutes before marking them as a
no-show, and I usually give at least thirty minutes. At that point, it is hard to start
something of my own and stop before the next student. That’s really hard for me. If I’m
in a zone I prefer to finish what I’m doing. Otherwise, I lose all motivation to do it. So,
being able to use my time wisely has really been challenging.
Although it was still a part of her experience as a coach, Zoey had a differing opinion on
time management:
I don’t find it that challenging. I think the hardest part about it is actually wanting to go
into the office when I could be doing schoolwork. That is the most challenging aspect. I
would rather be sitting at a coffee shop doing schoolwork instead of an office doing
schoolwork. Time management isn’t really that difficult because it’s only a twenty hour a
week job. The job itself is not difficult because I’m not taking anything home with me.
I’m literally like leaving at twenty hours and I’m done for the week. And sometimes
more than the twenty hours depending on if the students show up or not. The job itself is
not challenging. With being a grad student, I think it’s just going into the office and being
like, ‘Oh, I have to do a job as opposed to what I want to do.’ But, that’s life. You know,
teachers don’t want to go in to teach students every single day but that’s life and they
have to do it. You learn to balance the time.
Study participants’ discussion regarding time management presents an interesting facet of
the academic coaching experience. Time management struggles can be related to prior themes in
this study, as well as aid in answering the research questions. Admittedly, study participants
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hope for a few student no-shows from time to time. This is in direct contrast to the frustration
expressed over student no-shows for coaching appointments in Theme 1. However, a deeper
analysis of the reasoning for wanting a student no-show versus being frustrated with a no-show
is quite telling. Study participants want an occasional student no-show in order to allow them the
time to work on their graduate school studies. The frustration comes into play when coachees do
not communicate the no-show in advance or at all. Study participants indicated having to wait at
least fifteen minutes into a scheduled appointment time before the no-show is official, which can
then leave only a small window of time before the next scheduled appointment will be arriving
for their coaching session. While coaches still try to take advantage of even a small window of
free time to work on their own homework, part of the frustration stems from the free time being
limited by lack of communication from the coachee.
In the prior example, some great lessons for the future are being learned to better equip
study participants for their future careers. Time management is being used as a coping
mechanism to overcome student no-shows by attempting to turn the negative into a positive. This
negative to positive change would occur through study participants hoping to take advantage of
the free time afforded by a student no-show to work on their own graduate studies. However, this
optimal situation is complicated when students do not communicate the no-show in advance.
Study participants are getting great experience with learning to deal with the emotions of this
situation, as well as think about how they may deal with similar situations in a future career. For
example, a study participant may use this time management experience to formulate a better
method for confirming or communicating no-shows in a future job. In this instance, time
management has empowered study participants with the skills and experience to address similar
situations in the future.
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Academic coaches must be careful not to allow their emotions to affect their coaching
sessions or their relationships with coachees. The emotions involved in hoping for student noshows were described and observed as selfishness, frustration, excitement, indifference, and
hopefulness. Academic coaches must be mindful not to allow selfish desires for more free time
on the job to negatively impact the coaching experience. While not directly stated by study
participants, perhaps the selfish hope for a student no-show could trickle over into a coaching
session or coach-coachee relationship and have negative consequences. A good coach-supervisor
relationship would play a key role in helping coaches to manage these situations and emotions
through ongoing support and supervision of the coaching environment. Additionally, it is
important to give proper attention to how being a graduate assistant impacts this aspect of the
coaching experience. Study participants consistently mentioned trying to find a balance between
the coaching job, graduate studies, potentially a second job, and still having a personal or social
life. Perhaps a mismanagement of time is occurring on the part of the study participants, which is
causing the need or desire to complete their homework during free time on the job rather than
outside of the coaching office. Learning how to manage time as graduate students prepares study
participants for managing time in a future career and life, as they will likely be wearing many
hats. Experience with balancing the time between coaching, graduate studies, potentially a
second job, and a social life serves as excellent preparation for managing a full-time career,
potential spouse, potential children, social life, potentially a second job, and other responsibilities
of a working adult.
Another challenge of time management highlighted by study participants is a general
sense of there not being enough hours in the day to get everything completed. Study participants
shared that coachees may not always get the best version of coaching due to tiredness or
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exhaustion during certain periods of time. For example, Kim mentioned the time leading up to
final exams being especially stressful for both coaches and coachees, which could result in less
than favorable coaching experiences for all involved. One strategy mentioned to help with time
management was to e-mail information to coachees if they no-showed or had a below par
coaching session. This strategy warrants additional thought, as the strategy means well in theory,
but may not work in action. If a student is no-showing for coaching appointments or having
negative experiences, would they be willing to consistently check their e-mail for coaching
information and resources? As aforementioned in this theme, coaches can only help students to
the extent that students are ready or willing to be helped. While the strategy of e-mailing
resources to no-show students is a practice worth implementing to potentially help with time
management, it may not be a very effective method. Similar decisions will have to be made in
future careers, as study participants will need to assess what is best practice in certain situations,
and choose how to proceed with their actions. The experiences of managing exhaustion,
tiredness, and stress are also relevant preparation for the future, as study participants will face
these same challenges in their professional and personal lives moving forward.
Beyond a general tiredness or exhaustion during certain time periods, study participants
indicated the challenge of there not being enough hours in the day comes from trying to find
proper balance. As previously indicated, study participants consistently mentioned trying to find
a balance between the coaching job, graduate studies, potentially a second job, and still having a
personal or social life. This balancing act is unique to graduate assistants and can impact the
overall coaching experience positively or negatively depending on how the coach navigates the
situation. Coaching sessions could potentially be impacted due to a coach being tired, exhausted,
or simply rushing through a coaching session due to selfish desires to work on their own
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homework. The coach-coachee relationship could be impacted by time management as well,
which could affect the overall academic coaching experience. If a coach is not giving the proper
time and attention to a coachee, then the coachee may have a negative experience that could lead
to future no-shows or a less impactful coaching experience. The relationship between coach and
supervisor could potentially be strained if the academic coach is not performing job duties up to
par. However, the coach-supervisor relationship outlined in Theme 2 would likely be supportive
and flexible to help the academic coach manage their time more effectively. The personal
relationships that the coaching supervisor forms with the study participants may also help to
remedy certain time management issues before they become a larger problem. For example, the
coaching supervisor would be privy to any personal struggles a coach is having outside the
office, and offer solutions or assistance to ensure the coaching experience is not negatively
impacted for coach or coachee. Additionally, the limited formal training described in Theme 1
may be a result of time management concerns. Perhaps the coaching supervisor provides “on the
fly” training and ongoing support due to there simply not being enough time for more formal
training opportunities. It is interesting that the study participants want the capacity to see more
students and have more formal training, yet express time management struggles with the current
set of circumstances.
Kedem’s (2006) six stage model of coaching could potentially suffer from the time
management struggles identified by study participants. The quality of the coaching sessions
could be sacrificed due rushing through or being distracted by issues related to time
management. For example, an academic coach could realize they have an open appointment slot
following their upcoming coaching session. The coach, who is also a graduate student, could be
anticipating using the free time to get as much homework completed as possible in order to free
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up some time outside of work for social activities. Whether consciously or unconsciously, the
academic coach may rush through the coaching session based on time management concerns,
and not properly execute the stages of the coaching model. This scenario could be problematic,
as a failure to work through the stages of the coaching model could lead to less than favorable
outcomes for the coach and coachee. The experience of the coaching session, as well as the
coach-coachee relationship could be negatively impacted.
Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle provides a lens for viewing the time
management struggles of the study participants. The concrete experiences of coaches struggling
to properly manage time begin the cycle. Following the concrete experiences, study participants
are then able to reflect on the experiences and identify potential causes of the issue. After
recognizing and identifying the issues and potential causes through reflective observation, study
participants begin generating ideas to remedy the time management struggles. Study participants
can then put their ideas into action through the active experimentation phase of the cycle, which
results in a new set of concrete experiences to begin the cycle anew. Study participants continue
to construct and refine their time management struggles through the cycle of experience. In
instances where the struggles seem perpetual, the help of an external factor such as a supportive
supervisor can be beneficial. The supportive supervisor may be able to offer ideas or solutions
that have not yet been discovered through the experiential learning cycle by study participants.
The time management struggles of the academic coaches in this study seem to be inherent
to the coaching experience due to factors such as the responsibilities of the coaching job
(graduate assistantship), graduate studies, potentially a second job, and still having a personal or
social life. While five of the six study participants indicated struggling with time management,
the struggles could vary in terms of type and intensity. The study participant who did not
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experience struggles with time management still acknowledged it was a part of her coaching
experience. This contributes to academic coaches experiencing coaching sessions authentically.
For example, one coach could be rushing through a coaching session to get off work and head to
a social event, while another coach could be rushing through a coaching session to have more
free time to work on their homework before the next coaching appointment. The similarity exists
in the fact that both coaches are rushing through a coaching session based on time management
issues, but the authenticity comes through in the circumstances unique to each coach’s
experience.
Time management was often seen as pairing with relevancy or powerful relationships to
serve as a coping mechanism to overcome the limited power of academic coaches. The
experience with time management was relevant to the preparation for future careers, and
powerful relationships supported time management efforts. For example, the coach-supervisor
relationship involved the coaching supervisor helping to alleviate scheduling issues or overloads
by taking on coaching appointments when needed. This experience with better managing time
through the help of powerful relationships ultimately created a better coaching experience for
both coaches and coachees. Similarly, limited formal training was combated through proper time
management, as the coaching supervisor used “on the fly” training and support to make up for
the lack of time for formal training opportunities. Above all, study participants’ experiences with
time management as academic coaches served to empower them in their future careers, as they
gained valuable experience with time management strategies and techniques.
Summary of Theme 3. While relevancy, impacting student success, and time
management were initially contenders to be stand-alone themes within this study, continued
analysis made it evident that they were connected under the umbrella of empowering
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preparation. The academic coaching experience is directly relevant to the future careers being
pursued by study participants. This allowed study participants to work a job that they are
currently interested in while also building skills and experience for a future career in a similar
field. Additionally, study participants already had some level of relevant experience due to their
fields of academic study. This allowed them to transition into the coaching position more
smoothly than a graduate assistant with a non-relevant background. For example, relevancy was
used as a coping mechanism to combat the limited formal training outlined in Theme 1. Due to
their relevant academic backgrounds, as well as the relevant on-the-job training they were
receiving, study participants were able to overcome the potential pitfalls of limited formal
training. Relevancy was routinely identified by study participants as enhancing the academic
coaching experience.
Impacting student success was an excellent means for empowering study participants in
their future careers, as they were able to gain valuable training and skill development through
their coaching experiences. Study participants indicated that being able to help a student achieve
success served as a coping mechanism for dealing with the negative emotions or experiences tied
to no-shows. Additionally, helping a student achieve success may lead to disarming the power
limitation of lack of privacy, as a student may feel more comfortable in the coaching
environment after experiencing some form of success. The emotional highs and lows of helping
students achieve success provided preparation on how to deal with similar emotions in future
careers in counseling or helping professions.
Time management was identified as an excellent form of preparation for the future,
regardless of whether it was a struggle or a success. Study participants were able to gain
experience with juggling the multiple responsibilities of being a graduate student, graduate
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assistant, potentially working a second job, and attempting to find time for their personal or
social lives. This experience is directly relevant to preparing study participants for what their
personal and professional lives will likely be like in the future. Additionally, time management
served as a coping mechanism against the student no-shows discussed as a limit to power in
Theme 1. For example, study participants attempted to use their time wisely by working on their
own graduate studies when coachees no-showed for coaching session appointments. While time
management was identified as a struggle by five of six study participants, their experiences
served as preparation for proper time management in their future careers.
Perhaps the greatest coping mechanism of empowering preparation for the future is just
that, preparation for the future. Study participants had the experience of receiving a stipend and
tuition scholarship as graduate assistants while gaining career-readiness skills and training as
academic coaches. As a result, study participants will complete their tenure as academic coaches
with reduced or no student loan debt and résumé boosting experience in their intended career
field, The positive aspects and outcomes of this situation undoubtedly helped study participants
cope with and overcome instances of limited power or other frustrations related to the coaching
experience.
Conclusion of Themes. This section will clarify the participants’ agreement or
disagreement with each of the three themes and provide a brief summary. Upon member
checking, all study participants were in full agreement on two of the themes: powerful
relationships and empowering preparation. Each of the participants found their coaching
experience to contain certain powerful relationships, as well as empowering preparation for the
future. The study participants were not all in agreement with the remaining theme of limited
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power. The table below shows the agreed and not agreed upon themes. “Yes” indicates agree,
and “No” indicates not agree.
Table 2
Themes of Study
Participant

Theme 1

Theme 2

Theme 3

Karen

Yes

Yes

Yes

Zoey

Yes

Yes

Yes

Jo

Yes

Yes

Yes

Becky

Yes

Yes

Yes

Lee

No

Yes

Yes

Kim

Yes

Yes

Yes

As shown in the table above, five of the six participants were in agreement with Theme 1,
limited power. Lee did not feel that there were any overwhelmingly significant power limitations
with his coaching experience, and thus lacked related frustrations and concerns. Similarly, Zoey
disagreed with the other study participants in regards to time management being a struggle.
However, she did acknowledge that time management, a feature of Theme 3, was still an
important part of her coaching experience that prepared her for the future.
This study explored the experiences of academic coaches in higher education with the
resulting data aiming to describe what it means to be an academic coach. In its most basic
description, being an academic coach means being involved in an ongoing power struggle
between limited power, powerful relationships, and empowering preparation for the future. Study
participants indicated an overall positive coaching experience due to using powerful
relationships and empowering preparation as coping mechanisms for the limited power available
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to academic coaches. When moving beyond the basic description, each theme of this study
represents a significant portion of the coaching experience.
Study participants indicated that being an academic coach means to willingly discover
how to overcome and navigate the limited power of the coaching experience. This willingness to
push through power limitations is connected to other factors of the coaching experience, such as
the powerful relationships of coaching. Therefore, the powerful relationships of coaching aid in
counterbalancing the limited power, and perhaps motivate academic coaches to continue their
work even when negative or frustrating instances occur. Being an academic coach means relying
on a powerful coach-supervisor relationship for training, guidance, and ongoing support. In this
particular study, academic coaches enjoyed the training, guidance, and ongoing support resulting
from the coach-supervisor relationship. Additionally, being an academic coach involves
experiencing empowering preparation for the future. Along with relevancy and impacting student
success, empowering preparation for the future includes learning to push through time
management struggles to balance a plethora of factors such as the responsibilities of the graduate
assistantship as a coach, graduate studies, potentially a second job, and still having a personal or
social life. The thematic analysis conducted in this study makes it possible to provide a
description of what it means to be an academic coach, but the unique experiences of each study
participant within this description make it nearly impossible to provide an all-encompassing
answer in brief. Therefore, the presented themes, analysis, and discussion throughout this study
served the purpose of painting a robust picture of what it means to be an academic coach.
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Chapter 5
Discussion
This study was conducted to develop a greater understanding of the experiences of
academic coaches in higher education. In the first three chapters, I provided the purpose of the
study and research questions, constructed a literature review, and outlined the methodology to
aid in answering the research questions. Chapter Four presented the findings that resulted from
collecting and analyzing data. In this chapter, I will discuss how the findings of this study relate
to the current literature on academic coaching. The research questions, themes, overarching
question of the study, and theoretical focus will be discussed, followed by the implications for
academic coaching in higher education, implications for graduate assistants, and
recommendations for future research.
Answers to Research Questions
Academic coaches experience coaching sessions authentically. Authentically means that
coaching sessions are unique based on the factors involved such as type of student, type of
coach, attitudes of coach-coachee, coaching environment, needs of the student, coach-supervisor
relationship, power limitations, goals for the session, expected outcomes, actual outcomes, and
so on. In essence, each coaching session maintains certain similarities based in the structure of
the coaching model, but the authenticity, or originality, comes through the interactions that are
unique to each coach-coachee interaction.
Study participants consistently identified a basic structure, model, or curriculum for
coaching sessions, but indicated each coach has the freedom to craft their own style within the
structure. As coaches become more comfortable with the basic structure, they begin to develop
their coaching style and really make the coaching process their own. Study participants
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expressed that beyond the structural similarities of time, location, and model, each coaching
session has the chance to be unique based on the student and related circumstances. Similarly yet
different may be one way to describe how coaches experience academic coaching sessions.
As evidenced in Chapter Four, academic coaches may experience a wide range of
emotions or happenings during coaching sessions. As a coach, study participants identified the
following emotions or actions as being a part of the experience: frustration, vindication, rewards,
doubt, confidence, growth, indifference, teaching, counseling, encouraging, happiness, coaching,
questioning, helping, and trusting. Individual interviews, the focus group interview, member
checking, journaling, and field notes from interviews showed that all participants expressed each
of these emotions or actions as a part of the coaching session experience. This list is not
exhaustive, but it does represent some of the most commonly expressed emotions and actions
shared by the study participants.
Above all of the numerous factors described by study participants, limited power,
powerful relationships, and empowering preparation had the greatest impact on the coaching
experience in coaching sessions. Limited power can impact the coaching session experience
through a coach having limited capability to overcome space and privacy issues that may arise.
This could lead to frustration or a negative experience on the part of both coach and coachee,
which could potentially damage the coach-coachee relationship. Similarly, limited formal
training is a power limitation that could cause an academic coaching session to go poorly due to
the coach not being adequately prepared to serve the coachee. However, a powerful relationship
between coach-coach could lead to assistance being offered to overcome a privacy concern or a
lack of training issue. For example, a fellow academic coach could step away from the area to
allow for greater privacy of a coaching session or could step in to provide assistance to offset any
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struggles a fellow coach may be having due to lack of formal training. Similar experiences could
result from a powerful coach-supervisor relationship, or any potential negative situation or
experience could be circumvented by a previously established powerful coach-coachee
relationship. Empowering preparation could also affect how an academic coach experiences a
coaching session by improving the energy and attention to detail of a coach. For instance, if an
academic coach knows the coaching experience is relevant and preparing them for a future
career, then they may take the coaching sessions more seriously and approach them with an
increased level of focus.
The relationship between coach and student affects the academic coaching experience
greatly, as it can shape the experience in a positive or negative direction. Coaches cited a healthy
relationship with a coachee to include attributes such as good communication, regular attendance
to coaching sessions, honesty, openness, and follow-through on any given assignments, tasks or
suggestions. Conversely, coaches described a negative relationship with a coachee to include
factors such as poor communication, irregular attendance to coaching sessions, academic or
personal dishonesty, and failure to attempt to follow-through on given assignments, tasks, or
suggestions.
Study participants identified positive relationships as making the coaching experience
more rewarding, and negative relationships contributing to potential frustrations. Even with less
than favorable coach-coachee relationships, study participants expressed that they were able to
grow and learn as academic coaches. While sometimes frustrating, occurrences of poor
communication, lack of attendance, or personal dishonesty by coachees provided an opportunity
for coaches to learn how to better deal with future situations. Study participants felt as though
both positive and negative relationships with students served the purpose of letting them know
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what to expect, what works, and what does not work in various situations. The positive
relationships with coachees were appreciated as chances for celebration, renewal of purpose, and
reaffirmation of “why I am a coach.” Additionally, positive coach-coachee relationships were
recognized as “powerful relationships” that improved the coaching experience for study
participants. Powerful coach-coachee relationships were used as coping mechanisms against the
limited power available to academic coaches, which helped to combat issues related to space and
privacy concerns, student no-shows, and limited formal training.
Similar to the coach-coachee relationship, the coach-supervisor relationship can
meaningfully impact the coaching experience in a positive or negative manner. In this study, all
participants identified the relationship with their supervisor as a positive one. The academic
coaches expressed their appreciation of having a coach-supervisor relationship that fosters a
positive work environment and does not have unrealistic expectations. Study participants felt
encouraged and supported by their supervisor at all times, which empowered them to take
ownership of their coaching experience. The supervisor showed genuine care and interest in the
personal lives of the coaches, but maintained the appropriate professional boundaries. Study
participants expressed that this created a level of comfort, trust and belonging. The open-door
policy and flexible nature of the coach-supervisor relationship was applauded by the study
participants. The coaches’ levels of anxiety and worry were reduced by these attributes of the
coach-supervisor relationship. Academic coaches felt comfortable coming to their supervisor to
ask questions and make suggestions or requests.
The powerful coach-supervisor relationship helped the study participants overcome
power limitations such as limited formal training, concerns about lack of privacy for coaching
sessions, and frustration with student no-shows. Study participants communicated that their

172

supervisor was always available to listen to concerns, make changes where possible, provide onthe-fly training or knowledge, and answer any questions. Essentially, the powerful relationship
between coach and supervisor served as a coping mechanism to eliminate or minimize factors
that could have affected the coaching experience in a negative fashion.
Study participants indicated that being a graduate assistant affects the academic coaching
experience in many ways. Coaches experience time management issues as they attempt to
balance coaching responsibilities, their graduate studies, personal lives, and social lives. One
participant expressed that her social life no longer exists due to the time crunch of being a
graduate student and a coach. The academic coaches in this study felt that being a graduate
assistant allowed them to connect on a genuine level with their coachees. Being able to relate to
their coachees that, “Hey, I’m a student, too,” served to create a common bond and form a
working relationship. Study participants indicated that being in graduate school gave them a
better perspective on the importance of what they were teaching their coachees. The coaches
believed that they needed to “practice what they were preaching” in their own studies.
The day-to-day coaching experience is greatly influenced by the graduate school work
needing to be completed by coaches. Study participants explained their efforts of attempting to
complete their school work during down time and no-shows. In a half-joking manner, the
coaches said they secretly covet an occasional student no-show, as it gives them more time to
work on their own assignments. One participant indicated that she would take the coaching job
more seriously if it were a full-time professional position rather than a graduate assistantship.
However, all participants mentioned the relevancy of their graduate assistantship as a coach. The
coaching experience allowed the study participants to gain experience that was directly relevant
to their graduate program of study, as well as intended future career path. The graduate assistant
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experience provided relevancy, the opportunity to impact student success, and the opportunity to
develop time management skills, which were all forms of empowering preparation that served as
coping mechanisms against the limited power available to academic coaches. These coping
mechanisms that were a part of the graduate assistant experience helped to positively shape the
academic coaching experience.
Theme 1: Limited Power
Within this first theme, study participants identified having limited power to change the
physical environment of the academic coaching office. More specifically, the lack of privacy
created by the layout and size of the coaching office was described as having a negative effect on
some coaching sessions. These findings align with a coaching study by Mitchell and GansemerTopf (2016) which indicated that, “The availability of physical space was a limitation to program
implementation” (p. 252). The lack of privacy due to limited physical space was recognized as a
barrier to allowing a student to feel comfortable enough to share potentially sensitive or
emotionally-charged information. Similarly, coaches conveyed the difficulty in building
relationships with students who were intimidated or affected by the lack of privacy in the
coaching office. Academic coaching is a student-centered process with the principle that the
student possesses his or her own answers (Coach U, 2005; Peterson & Miller, 2005). The
challenge with a student possessing his or her own answers is when the student will not open up
during the coaching session. Whether it is a lack of privacy or some other reason, the inability to
build rapport early on can prevent the academic coach from helping students discover the
answers that they are believed to already unknowingly possess. Study participants were limited
in their ability to remedy the space and privacy issues, and this limited power ultimately had a
negative effect on their coaching experience.
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Another area of similar power limitations stemmed from student no-shows for their
academic coaching appointments. While coaches have numerous methods of communication to
contact and remind students of their coaching session appointments, it is ultimately up to the
student to show up for the session. Self-efficacy of students plays an important role in academic
coaching. Self-efficacy can be defined as an individual believing in their ability to complete a
task, thus increasing the chances that they will put forth the effort required to perform the task
(Bandura, 1977). Coachees must put forth the effort to perform the task of showing up and
participating in the coaching sessions. Despite the coaches’ efforts of sending emails, text
messages, and phone calls about coaching appointments, their power to reduce student no-shows
was described as limited. Perhaps the coaches’ lack of control associated with student attendance
to coaching sessions adds another layer to the struggle with power limitations. Study participants
identified there is no real accountability tool to correct the coachee behavior of failing to attend
coaching sessions.
The power limitation of professional development was related to the limited amount of
time available for such development. Formal training was described as not being a key
component of the intake process, but rather something that happens organically through
experience. Essentially, the majority of training was described as taking place through the coping
mechanisms of powerful relationships and empowering preparation. This was done by asking
questions as situations occurred, feeling out the coaching process, supervisor support and
suggestions, and reading over materials provided as helpful documents. Study participants did
not fault the supervisor for limited professional development opportunities, rather they pointed to
the structure of the schedule and graduate assistantship. Coaches are only allowed to work
twenty hours per week, which limits the amount of time that can be dedicated to training rather
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than serving the population of at-risk students in need of academic coaching services. Study
participants indicated that they have limited power to change this situation, and that their
supervisor has little, if any, power to change things either.
According to Swartz et al. (2005), “Although coaching is similar to counseling in its
therapeutic relationship and confidentiality, coaches do not explore serious emotional, cognitive,
or behavioral problems” (p. 648). This was identified as both a relief and frustration by study
participants. The relief was related to not having the time within the structure of an academic
coaching session to really delve deep into these types of issues. Therefore, the best practice was
to refer the coachee to professional counseling services. The frustration was related to five of the
six study participants pursuing Counseling Educational Psychology as their graduate program,
with some also practicing in the field. Undoubtedly, these coaches feel academically prepared
and naturally inclined to explore counseling issues with students who present them in coaching
sessions. However, Dansinger (2000) describes coaching students as academic coaching, but not
counseling, lessons, or mentoring. While potentially frustrating at times, academic coaches must
be mindful not to overstep the bounds of the scope of work. Despite the occasional frustration,
study participants were able to lean on the relevancy of the experience as a coping mechanism.
Theme 2: Powerful Relationships
Study participants were in full agreement that being an academic coach was an
experience filled with powerful relationships. A handful of powerful relationships were
described by the academic coaches in this study. A consistently mentioned positive aspect
resulting from powerful relationships was related to the positive atmosphere of the coaching
environment. Coach-coach comradery was held in high regard, and the general attitude of the
coaching environment was portrayed as one of positivity and openness. The positive
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environment of the coaching office was identified as beginning with the powerful coach-coach
relationships. Additionally, coach-coach relationships were used as a coping mechanism against
the limited power issues of lack of privacy and limited formal training. For example, a coach
could leave their workspace to provide a greater sense of privacy to a fellow coach who may be
engaged in a coaching session containing sensitive topics. In regards to limited formal training,
academic coaches are able to help one another out by providing assistance when a colleague may
be struggling with a particular aspect within a coaching session.
Study participants found student interaction to lead to the powerful coach-coachee
relationships of the academic coaching experience. Study participants did not mention any
instances in which they selected coachees based on personal choice or preference. Coachees
were assigned to a coach based on random selection and assignment. This aligns well with
Johnson and Ridley (2008), as they posit coaching is a formal relationship that does not rely on
the academic coach choosing to serve the coachee based on personal choice or preference. Study
participants outlined the coaching process as beginning with meeting a student for the first time
in the initial session, and starting to build a relationship through questioning and discussion.
According to Goldberg (1998), the key to awareness and change for a coachee is powerful
questioning initiated by the coach. Well-timed questions aid in opening up a conversation for indepth exploration, which often times leads to increased clarity (Fontana & Frey, 1994). Study
participants found the questioning and relationship building process to often lead to powerful
coach-coachee relationships. All participants mentioned the rewarding feeling associated with
building rapport with a coachee. Especially rewarding was getting to the point that the student
begins to open up and share, which creates an excellent environment for coaching to be well
received. Powerful coach-coachee relationships can be used as a coping mechanism to combat
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student no-shows. For example, if a coach is able to form a strong relationship with a coachee,
then that coachee is more likely to continue to regularly attend coaching sessions.
According to the International Coach Federation (1999), the results produced from the
coach-coachee relationship are both observable and measureable. This holds true as a positive
experience in this study as well. Study participants cited student outcomes as a rewarding part of
the academic coaching experience. Coaches have the opportunity to see the short-term and longterm results of their relationships with coachees. Ongoing improvements to students’ time
management, self-care, organizational skills, and academic assignment grades are tangible shortterm results that were highlighted as a rewarding part of the coaching experience. Long-term
results such as semester grades, moving from probation to academic good standing, and
improved emotional stability are results of the coach-coachee relationship that were found to be
rewarding to coaches.
The coach-supervisor relationship was described by study participants as being a
powerful one, which positively affected the coaching experience. Flexible, open-door policy,
professional, and supportive were all listed as positive attributes associated with the coachsupervisor relationship. While study participants acknowledged the hierarchical structure of the
academic coaching office, they also indicated that their supervisor did not make it feel like a
hierarchy or dictatorship. The coach-supervisor relationship was identified as always having the
element of support on the “front lines” of coaching. According to McWilliams and Beam (2013),
the coach does not have to be broadly knowledgeable about the various facets of the university in
order to adequately serve a student. The findings of McWilliams and Beam (2013) held true in
this study, as study participants conceded that their coach-supervisor relationship consistently
included the supervisor answering questions and providing information about university
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resources for students. The coaches in this study communicated that they were not as
knowledgeable about university resources and information as they were about the coaching
curriculum and topics. However, they did not indicate that this prevented them from adequately
serving students. The powerful coach-supervisor relationship served as a coping mechanism to
overcome the limited amount of formal training available to coaches.
According to Park (2004), graduate teaching assistants should have more than just a
formal training program; they should be given the chance to become involved in other
opportunities and activities. Quality training programs are constantly evolving, and finding ways
to keep them fresh can be a challenge for supervisors. Study participants pointed to many
instances in which the coach-supervisor relationship included their supervisor connecting them
to job opportunities or career-related training resources outside of their graduate assistantship
responsibilities as a coach. The powerful coach-supervisor relationships in this study were
described as encouraging ones, regularly resulting in new goals for the coaching office, and
challenges to meet or exceed those goals. Much of the training completed in the coaching office
was described as being done through the supervisor setting up peer mentoring opportunities
between fellow coaches or from direct coach-supervisor interaction. Peer mentoring has been
found to benefit both the professional doing the training, as well as the trainee receiving the
training (Bollis-Pecci & Walker, 1999). Within this study, the peer mentoring relationship would
consist of an experienced academic coach and a new or less experienced academic coach. This
practice aligns with the graduate teaching assistant programs discussed by Knotts and Main
(1999), which use other experienced teaching assistants as role models and trainers.
Study participants indicated that the coach-supervisor relationship in this study included
the sharing of student survey results and student academic outcomes with academic coaches.
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Study participants indicated that it was beneficial to receive tangible feedback that was
measurable and observable, which matches the research and beliefs of the International Coach
Federation (1999). Study participants enjoyed being able to see student feedback on their
performance as academic coaches, as well as the final semester grades of the students. This
information provided through a powerful coach-supervisor relationship enhanced the academic
coaching experience for study participants.
Theme 3: Empowering Preparation
The relevant experience of being an academic coach created the opportunity for personal
development, which is believed to be a prime factor in coaching (Griffiths, 2005). The
similarities of counseling and coaching gave study participants a chance to sharpen their
counseling skills for the future in what could be viewed as a non-professional counseling
environment. Five of the six participants are graduate students in the Counseling Educational
Psychology program, which makes the academic coaching experience extremely relevant to their
program of study and empowering preparation for their eventual professional careers. While it
was mentioned as a frustration at times that they could not go into full “counselor mode,” study
participants still believed it was relevant preparation to develop their counseling skills to the
extent allowed by the coaching experience. The study participant not in the Counseling
Educational Psychology program planned to go into a student services type of position in higher
education, which was viewed as still being relevant to the coaching experience as well. Study
participants used this relevancy as a coping mechanism for any negative occurrences within the
coaching experience, as they kept in mind that all experiences were empowering preparation for
the future.
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Study participants expressed that impacting student success was a significant facet of
their academic coaching experience, as well as serving as preparation for future careers in the
helping professions. The coaches were motivated by a desire to give back to others and to be a
part of student success stories. Vansickel-Peterson (2010) posits that the job of the academic
coach is to meet the coachee where they are and encourage self-awareness, discovery, and
clarification of goals. This aligns well with the approach and methods described by the study
participants. Study participants begin by having an initial coaching session with a main focus of
relationship building and determining the current mental, physical, emotional, social, and
academic state of the student. While acknowledging there is a professional boundary between
coach and coachee, study participants identified impacting student success through a
collaborative approach to the coach-coachee dynamic. Similarly, Levinson (1996) and Tobias
(1996) described the coaching relationship as collegial in nature, as the coach and coachee are
viewed as collaborators working towards a common goal or goals.
According to Clutterbuck (2008), coaching usually addresses particular aspects of a
coachee’s life, which falls into line with the approach described by study participants. The
coaches in this study indicated that they impact student success by discovering the areas that
need improvement, collaborating to set goals, and then creating a plan to focus on those areas
and goals. Essentially, the approach can be as holistic as needed, based on each student. As
defined by the study participants, the approach to impacting student success contains tenets of
life coaching. According to Grant et al. (2003), life coaching aims for coachees to set personal
and professional goals, and achieve them to improve their well-being.
The process explained by study participants is similar to the coaching process outlined by
Robinson and Gahagan (2010), which focuses on three main steps: self-assessment, reflection,
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and setting goals. Self-assessment can take place through various tools, such as StrengthsQuest
or a Learning Style Inventory, which study participants indicated are often used as a part of the
coaching program. Reflection follows the self-assessment phase, and includes open-ended
questions to gauge the needs of the coachee. Reflection is followed by goalsetting, which gives
the coach-coachee relationship a solid structure moving forward.
The coaching process involved in impacting student success clearly contains similarities
to counseling sessions. Therefore, study participants were able to gain meaningful preparation
that will empower them in their future careers. Impacting student success can be used a coping
mechanism due to its relevancy, but also to potentially reduce student no-shows and lack of
privacy concerns. For example, if a coach is able to help a student achieve success in a coaching
session, then that student is much more likely to attend future coaching sessions. Additionally,
that student may potentially be less impacted by a lack of privacy due to an increased level of
trust in the coach-coachee relationship.
Time management reached beyond the confines of the academic coaching office and into
other areas of the study participants’ lives. Outside of the duties of being an academic coach,
study participants indicated that time management affected both their graduate studies and their
social lives. One participant even joked that her social life was currently nonexistent due to the
time management struggle of being a graduate student and an academic coach. In regards to the
academic coaching experience specifically, time management was a factor for study participants
in numerous ways. The opportunity to experiment with time management techniques was
excellent preparation for study participants’ future professional and personal lives.
Current literature shows that the coaching relationship is only for a set period of time, the
content is structured based on the identified needs of the coachee, and coaching sessions are
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scheduled consistently in advance (Whitworth et al., 2007). The “scheduled consistently in
advance” portion of the description is where time management comes into play for academic
coaches. While scheduling appointments in advance is generally a sound practice, any deviation
in the appointment schedule can affect an academic coach’s experience. Study participants
shared that they plan their day, including time for their own school work and activities, based on
their student appointments. For example, if the first two students of the day no-show for their
coaching session, then the academic coach could have still been at home resting, working on
graduate school work, or running errands. If students no-show in the middle or at the end of the
day, then the coach’s schedule is disrupted once again for instances such as lunch plans, going
home, or completing their own school work. Study participants described a no-show appointment
as “wasted time” for a coach and other students that could have been served during that time.
This struggle of time management is empowering preparation for the future, as study participants
will have to deal with the emotions and consequences of no-shows for appointments in their
intended future careers.
Academic coaching in this study aligns with current literature in that it does not have the
flexibility for coaching sessions to take place at the potentially random request of the student
(Wallace and Gravells, 2006). Not only does this affect the time management of the academic
coach, but of the coachee as well. Study participants agreed that it is important for academic
coaches to “practice what they preach” in regards to time management, as it sets the example for
students. Smith (2009) conducted a coaching study that also found both mentors and mentees
agreed that time management was an essential skill to be learned. Study participants explained
the time management concerns associated with student no-shows, as missing one coaching
session means that a student may go nearly a month without an academic coaching session based
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on scheduling. Once again, a parallel exists between the coaching experience and future careers
of study participants. The coaching experience is preparing study participants to be positive
examples for their clients, as well as how to deal with the gaps in “session time” caused by noshows for appointments. Perhaps this preparation will empower study participants to find
creative ways to use time management as a coping mechanism to prevent appointment no-shows
in their future careers.
Overarching Question
Many universities offer definitions or descriptions of what academic coaching is or
entails. The University of Michigan posits, “Academic Coaching is a working partnership that
focuses on the process of learning” (“What is Academic Coaching?,” 2018, para. 1). The
University of Kentucky describes academic coaching as, “… a program designed to help you set
academic goals and enhance your success as a student” (“What is Academic Coaching?,” 2018,
para. 1). Stanford University offers their definition of an academic coach, “Think of an academic
coach like a personal trainer. The coach is adjusting the weights, offering new workouts,
supporting you, and providing guidance to help you achieve your goals. The obvious difference
is that an academic coach is helping you strengthen your learning fitness” (“What’s an Academic
Coach?,” 2018, para. 1). While all of these definitions and descriptions discuss what academic
coaching entails or what an academic coach should be, they fail to answer the question, “What
does it mean to be an academic coach?” The research questions aided in answering the
overarching question of this study which was, “What does it mean to be an academic coach?” In
its most basic description, being an academic coach means being involved in an ongoing power
struggle between limited power, powerful relationships, and empowering preparation for the
future. Study participants indicated an overall positive coaching experience due to using
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powerful relationships and empowering preparation as coping mechanisms for the limited power
available to academic coaches.
When moving beyond the basic description, each theme of this study represents a
significant portion of the coaching experience. Study participants indicated that being an
academic coach means to willingly discover how to overcome and navigate the limited power of
the coaching experience. This willingness to push through power limitations is connected to
other factors of the coaching experience, such as the powerful relationships of coaching.
Therefore, the powerful relationships of coaching aid in counterbalancing the limited power, and
perhaps motivate academic coaches to continue their work even when negative or frustrating
instances occur. Being an academic coach means relying on a powerful coach-supervisor
relationship for training, guidance, and ongoing support. In this particular study, academic
coaches enjoyed the training, guidance, and ongoing support resulting from the coach-supervisor
relationship. Additionally, being an academic coach involves experiencing empowering
preparation for the future. Along with relevancy and impacting student success, empowering
preparation for the future includes learning to push through time management struggles to
balance a plethora of factors such as the responsibilities of the graduate assistantship as a coach,
graduate studies, potentially a second job, and still having a personal or social life.
The thematic analysis conducted in this study makes it possible to provide a description
of what it means to be an academic coach, but the unique experiences of each study participant
within this description make it nearly impossible to provide an all-encompassing answer in brief.
Therefore, the presented themes, analysis, and discussion throughout this study served the
purpose of painting a robust picture of what it means to be an academic coach.
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Theoretical Focus
Kedem’s (2006) six stage model of coaching provided an excellent lens through which to
examine the coaching experiences of study participants. The model aligned well with the
coaching processes described by study participants, which was beneficial when exploring aspects
of the coaching experience. Each of the three themes of this study can be related to the coaching
model in some fashion. Within Theme 1, all facets of the limited power of coaching can be
connected to the coaching model at some level. Space and privacy issues were described as
preventing coachees from fully opening up or sharing information, which can limit the ability of
the academic coach to progress through the stages of the coaching model. For example, in the
“identifying needs” and “desired future” stages of the model, the coachee will be asked to share
potential roadblocks and past experiences. If the coachee is not willing to share this potentially
sensitive information due to a lack of privacy, then the academic coach cannot proceed through
the stages of the coaching model. This occurrence will prevent the coach from properly serving
the coachee in the coaching session. Similarly, student no-shows and limited formal training can
prevent or hinder the ability of the academic coach to successfully guide the coachee through the
stages of the coaching model.
Within Theme 2, the coaching model provides a basic structure for interactions with
coachees. As coaches are able to guide coachees through the stages of the coaching model, the
opportunities for positive coach-coachee relationship building increase as coachees likely begin
to build self-efficacy and move into attaining goals. Theme 2 also highlights the powerful coachsupervisor relationships that are described as being supportive and providing ongoing informal
training. This support and informal training is more often than not related to helping academic
coaches properly execute the stages of the coaching model. As coaches are better equipped to

186

carry out the stages of the coaching model, the impact on the overall coaching experience
becomes more positive in nature. This is due to coaches being able to better impact student
success (Theme 3) through the coaching model. The end result of the coaching model is for
coachees to take action to achieve a goal(s) and then work to maintain that goal(s) once
achieved. Throughout all of this, coaches must be mindful of time management (Theme 3). A
failure to properly manage time could lead to coaches rushing through the stages of the coaching
model and sacrificing quality, missing opportunities for training or learning about the model, or
choosing to bypass use of the model completely. This would likely result in a negative impact on
the overall coaching experience.
Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle was appropriate for this study, as the academic
coaching experiences of study participants were explored. Examples of the experiential learning
cycle were present throughout this study, as study participants learned more about being an
academic coach through their experiences. For example, a coach has the concrete experience of
the coaching session, reflects on the coaching session, uses the reflective observation to gain
understanding and generate new ideas, and then actively experiments with those new ideas (Bess
& Dee, 2012). The cycle begins anew with a fresh set of concrete experiences.
As a more specific example, Zoey mentioned her struggles early on as a coach, as she
was frustrated with not knowing what to do with a student. However, coaching sessions became
easier for her to navigate as the semester progressed and she learned more information and had
more experiences. Zoey was able to reflect on her initial coaching experiences, generate ideas to
help overcome the challenges she faced, and then experiment with those new ideas or
information in future coaching sessions. The continuation of the learning cycle enabled Zoey to
continue building her coaching experience to reach the point she is at today. Zoey was able to
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take part in this study and share her experiences as an academic coach due to going through the
phases of the experiential learning cycle to construct her experience over time.
Another example comes from Jo’s realization that she wants to pursue a career path
related to academic coaching. Jo knew nothing about academic coaching when she began the
graduate assistantship, but started enjoying it through her concrete experiences. As she reflected
on her coaching experiences, she realized this may be an area of interest for a future career. She
began generating ideas on how she could prepare to work in a student success center or coaching
office as a professional career. She believed continuing to gain experience and network in her
current coaching job would be helpful in preparing for an eventual career in this area. Jo decided
to extend her graduate assistantship for many semesters to continue gaining experience, and the
learning cycle continued to begin anew over time.
The examples are seemingly endless and presented throughout the study, which indicates
that experiential learning theory, and more specifically, the experiential learning cycle was an
appropriate lens to incorporate for examining the experiences of study participants.
Implications for Academic Coaching in Higher Education
I believe this study has a variety of implications for the future of academic coaching in
higher education. This study found that academic coaches identified both positive and negative
aspects of the coaching experience. The positives such as impacting student success, student
interaction, powerful relationships, and relevancy to their program of study or career could be
continued and built on in the future. Perhaps other institutions could examine these positive
aspects of the coaching experience, and integrate them into their academic coaching program in a
way that works for their coaches and students.
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Study participants identified unfavorable aspects of the coaching experience related to
limited power, such as limited formal training, student no-shows for appointments, and a lack of
privacy in the coaching environment. Academic coaching programs in higher education could
examine these aspects of the coaching experience and explore improving or changing them to
enhance the experiences of their academic coaches, and as a result, the effectiveness of their
academic coaching program. I believe that enhancing the experience and effectiveness of
coaches would result in improved outcomes of a coaching program.
If coaches are citing limited formal training opportunities, then universities could explore
implementing a formal intake training process for academic coaches, as well as ongoing planned
professional development. I believe ongoing professional development of coaches will serve to
improve their experience and effectiveness, which ultimately benefits students. The limited
formal training opportunities cited by study participants might differ if the coaches were fulltime employees rather than graduate assistants. Full-time employees would likely have nearly
double the number of work hours per week, as graduate assistants in this study were limited to
twenty hours per week. The extra work hours could provide greater opportunities for ongoing
planned professional development. Universities could also explore the importance of
professional development and whether it constitutes the additional economic investment of
employing full-time coaches instead of graduate assistants. Study participants consistently
indicated frustration with student no-shows for coaching sessions. Academic coaching programs
could explore methods or techniques for reducing the no-show rate, which should benefit student
outcomes while improving the coaching experience. Such techniques could include better
communication with students, certain rewards or penalties for coaching attendance, or digging
further into why students no-show and then addressing those factors.
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Lack of privacy in the coaching environment could be a reason for institutions to
consider investing more funding in expanding or upgrading the design of academic coaching
office spaces. Mitchell and Gansemer-Topf (2016) suggest that academic coaching needs private,
dedicated spaces for the student and coach to meet one-on-one in order to be successful. A study
by Arms, Cabrera, and Brower (2008) found that the campus location of an advising office did
not have a significant impact on the level of engagement between student and advisor. While the
location of the coaching office may not have a significant impact, the level of privacy within the
coaching office was indicated as a concern in this study. Study participants cited the “open
concept” as challenging with many students due to the often sensitive nature of the coaching
sessions. Potential solutions for increased privacy could include an entirely new office space,
installing cubicles or offices with doors, expanding square footage, or finding a better way to
position meeting areas in the existing space. A technological solution could be to allow students
to attend coaching sessions via Skype or some type of video conferencing software.
These implications are certainly something for academic coaching programs in higher
education to examine and consider. There is not a one-size-fits-all solution to improving
academic coaching programs or the experiences of academic coaches. However, coaching
programs and universities can use the findings of this study to experiment and identify what
works well for their institution’s academic coaching program.
Implications for Graduate Assistants
I believe this study carries some implications for graduate assistants in all departments of
higher education, not just academic coaching. Winston and Ender (1988) discovered that
paraprofessionals working in student affairs are a more cost effective option than full-time staff,
and are more effective laborers than full-time professionals. Additionally, they found the
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program aids in the personal development of paraprofessionals, and the college is able to provide
more services to more students with paraprofessionals (Winston & Ender, 1988).
This study of the experiences of academic coaches in higher education revealed much
about the importance of financial compensation and work assignment relevancy for graduate
assistants. Study participants indicated that while the amount of financial compensation for their
graduate assistantship was not large, they felt it was adequate and were grateful for the
opportunity. Study participants highlighted the relevancy of their graduate assistantship to their
graduate program of study and intended career path as a huge positive of their experience. When
comparing the findings of this study to the aforementioned research of Winston and Ender
(1988), the assumption could begin to be made that perhaps graduate assistants are appreciative
of a relevant graduate assistantship despite potentially low financial compensation. This could be
a win-win situation for universities, graduate assistants, and the students being served.
Essentially, graduate assistants would get relevant experience and some financial compensation,
universities would save money versus employing full-time staff, and students being served could
benefit from additional graduate assistants being hired due to the low cost of the position.
The study participants shared that they felt they performed their academic coaching
duties at an acceptable or even above average level. Similarly, a study by Weidman, Twale, and
Stein (2001) revealed that graduate assistants believed they possessed a greater skill set than their
supervising faculty expected them to have. Perhaps it is this level of confidence and exceeding
expectations that has attributed to findings in other studies. For example, Eble (1987) found that
graduate teaching assistants are fully capable of providing a teaching load reduction for faculty
which frees up time for their research duties. Park (2004) indicated that graduate teaching
assistantships can act as a training model for those planning to be professors in the future. This
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same concept could be applied to academic coaching, or across the board with graduate
assistantships in all departments of higher education.
Recommendations for Future Research
Upon the completion of this study, I began reflecting on potential recommendations for
future research of the topic. As the prevalence of academic coaching continues to grow in the
realm of higher education, opportunities for research will increase. Current literature is heavily
slanted towards college students’ experiences and outcomes in coaching. My first
recommendation would be to place a greater focus on researching academic coaches and their
supervisors. Undoubtedly, coaches play a significant role in the academic coaching process and
directly impact student outcomes. Perhaps gaining a better understanding of academic coaches
and their supervisors could shed additional light on why students receiving coaching are
successful or unsuccessful academically. Examining the training, techniques, and day-to-day
practices of academic coaches could be beneficial to the body of literature. Beyond coachsupervisor and coach-coachee relationships, future research could center on the coach-coach
relationships of academic coaches working together in a coaching office.
Another recommendation would be for future researchers to employ methods beyond
individual and focus group interviews. Surveys, questionnaires, and observations could all serve
to gain greater insight into the experiences of academic coaches. Perhaps quantitative studies
could be implemented to offer insight into the academic coaching experience. Descriptive and
correlational studies could be used to provide observational and relational aspects of the
coaching experience. While it may be more difficult to conduct on a large scale, quasiexperimental and experimental studies could lead to discovering some of the cause and effect
attributes of the coaching experience. Expanding the study to include coaching supervisors, as
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well as students, would allow for greater findings about academic coaches. For example,
supervisors and students could share their thoughts and feelings on what makes an effective
academic coach, what they prefer or like about coaches, and what they would recommend for the
improvement of coaches. Future research could expand beyond one research site and become a
national or international study of academic coaches. It would be interesting to see future
researchers take their findings about academic coaches and couple that with research information
about the universities at which the coaches serve. Essentially, future researchers could examine
the relationship between their findings about academic coaches and the success rate or
effectiveness of students in their corresponding coaching programs. Studies on these various
aspects of academic coaching could paint a better picture of academic coaches in higher
education.
Conclusion
This study was designed to develop a greater understanding of the experiences of
academic coaches in higher education. While academic coaching is a rapidly expanding tool for
student retention and graduation in the field of higher education, a review of the literature reveals
a limited amount of research pertaining to the academic coach. The bulk of academic coaching
research is dedicated to the student experience and student outcomes. The purpose of this study
was to explore the experiences of the individuals who coach the students, academic coaches. The
academic coaching experiences presented were unique to the study participants at this research
site, but were found to align with much of the applicable current literature on the topic.
The overarching question of the study was, “What does it mean to be an academic
coach?” In its most basic description, being an academic coach means being involved in an
ongoing power struggle between limited power, powerful relationships, and empowering
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preparation for the future. Study participants indicated an overall positive coaching experience
due to using powerful relationships and empowering preparation as coping mechanisms for the
limited power available to academic coaches. The thematic analysis conducted in this study
makes it possible to provide a description of what it means to be an academic coach, but the
unique experiences of each study participant within this description make it nearly impossible to
provide an all-encompassing answer in brief. Therefore, the presented themes, analysis, and
discussion throughout this study served the purpose of painting a robust picture of what it means
to be an academic coach.
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APPENDIX A
Individual Interview Guide

Lead Question 1A: Tell me about the structure of a routine academic coaching session…
Potential follow-up questions:
A. What would you identify and describe as the most challenging aspect of the
structure of an academic coaching session? Most helpful?
Lead Question 1B: Tell me about some of your most memorable experiences in academic
coaching sessions…
Potential follow-up questions:
A. What did you enjoy the most/least about coaching sessions?
Lead Question 2A: Tell me what you think the relationship of an academic coach and the
students they coach should entail…
Potential follow-up questions:
A. How would you describe the relationships you formed with students you
coached?
B. How did the relationships with students you coached change over time?
Lead Question 3A: Tell me what you think the relationship of an academic coach and their
supervisor should entail…
Potential follow-up questions:
A. How would you describe the relationship you formed with your supervisor?
B. What factors would you describe that affected the relationship between you
and your supervisor?
Lead Question 4A: Tell me about being a graduate assistant academic coach…
Potential follow-up questions:
A. How do you think the relationship with the students you coached was affected
by your graduate assistant status?
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B. What would you describe as the most challenging/rewarding aspect of being a
graduate assistant serving as an academic coach?
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APPENDIX B
Focus Group Guide
A. Coaching Experience
1. What are some adjectives you would use to describe your experience as a coach?

B. Coaching Students
1. Previous individual interviews identified lack of privacy, certain aspects of the
curriculum, and student “no shows” as three of the most challenging aspects of coaching
sessions. Do you agree? Why or why not?
2. Do you feel you made a difference/impact with the students you coached?

C. Supervisor
1. What type of training or professional development was provided by your supervisor?
2. Previous interviews identified flexibility and open-door policy as two of the most
important characteristics of a coaching supervisor. Do you agree? Are there other
qualities you would like to identify?

D. Wrap Up Questions
1. How would you describe the level of comradery among academic coaches? How has this
affected your coaching experience?
2. Anything you would like to say about time management?
3. If you could do it all over again, describe why you would or would not be an academic
coach…

211

APPENDIX C
Coaching Studies Examined
Author(s)

Title of Study

Bartlett, J. E. (2007)

Advances in coaching practices: A humanistic approach
to coach and client roles

Bellman, S., Burgstahler, S.,
& Hinke, P. (2015)

Academic coaching: Outcomes from a pilot group of
postsecondary STEM students with disabilities

Ben-Yehuda, M. (2015)

The route to success – Personal-academic coaching
program

Bettinger, E., & Baker, R. (2011)

The effects of student coaching in college: An evaluation
of a randomized experiment in student mentoring

Biswas‐Diener, R. (2009)

Personal coaching as a positive intervention

Bolch, M. (2001)

Proactive coaching

Brock, V. G. (2006)

Who's who in coaching: Who shaped it, who's shaping it

Brotman, L.E., Liberi, W.P.,
Wasylyshyn, K. M. (1999)

Executive coaching: The need for standards of &
competence

Clutterbuck, D. (2008)

What's happening in coaching and mentoring? And what
is the difference between them?.

Coach U, Inc. (2005)

The coach: Personal and corporate coaching training
handbook

Dansinger, S. (2000)

Academic coaching for the gifted learner

Eleyan, D., & Eleyan, A. (2011)

Coaching, tutoring, and mentoring in higher education
as a solution to retain students in their major and help
them achieve success

Field, S., Parker, D., Sawilowsky,
S., & Rolands, L. (2013)

Assessing the impact of adhd coaching services on
university students’ learning skills, self-regulation, and
well-being

Grant, T., Grant, A., &
Greene, J. (2003)

Coach yourself: Make real change in your life.

212

Griffiths, K. (2005)

Personal coaching: A model for effective learning

Griffiths, K. E., &
Campbell, M. A. (2009)

Discovering, applying and integrating: The process
of learning in coaching

Hargrove, R. (1995).

Masterful Coaching: Extraordinary results by impacting
people and the way they think and work together

Hoffman, C. V. (1999)

Coaching: The ten killer myths

Hudson, F. M. (1999)

The handbook of coaching: A comprehensive resource
guide for managers, executives, consultants, and human
resource professionals

Hurd, J. L. (2002)

Learning for life: A phenomenological investigation into
the effect of organizational coaching on individual lives.

Jaksa, P., & Ratey, N. (1999)

Therapy and ADD coaching: Similarities, differences,
and collaboration

Kedem, Y. (Ed.). (2006)

A Management Development Programme for Academic
Staff

Kilburg, R. R. (2000)

Executive coaching: Developing managerial wisdom in a
world of chaos

Levison, H. (1996)

Executive coaching

Megginson, D., &
Clutterbuck, D. (2005)

Techniques for coaching and mentoring

Mitchell, J. J., & Gansemer
-Topf, A. M. (2016)

Academic coaching and self-regulation:
Promoting the success of students with disabilities

McClellan J. & Moser C. (2011)

A practical approach to advising as coaching

McWilliams, A. E., &
Beam, L. R. (2013)

Advising, counseling, coaching, mentoring: Models
of developmental relationships in higher education

Parker, D. R., Hoffman, S. F.,
Sawilowsky, S., & Rolands, L.
(2011)

An examination of the effects of ADHD coaching on
university students’ executive functioning

Peterson, D. B., & Miller, J.
(2005)

The alchemy of coaching: “You’re good, Jennifer,
but you could be really good.”

213

Robinson, C., & Gahagan, J.
(2010)

In practice: Coaching students to academic success and
engagement on campus

Smith, B. (2009)

Mentoring programs: The great hope or great hype?

Swartz, Prevatt, & Proctor (2005)

A coaching intervention for college students with
attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder

Tobias, L. L. (1996)

Coaching executives

Turesky, E. F., & Gallagher, D.
(2011)

Know thyself: Coaching for leadership using Kolb’s
experiential learning theory

Vansickel-Peterson, D. L. (2010)

Coaching efficacy with academic leaders: A
phenomenological investigation

Whitworth, L., Kimsey-House, K.,
Kimsey-House, H., & Sandahl, P.
(2007)

Co-Active coaching: new skills for coaching people
towards success in work and life

Witherspoon, R., & White, R. P.
(1996)

Executive coaching: A continuum of roles

214

APPENDIX D
Thematic Map

Limited Power
Limited
Formal
Training

Student
No-Shows

Lack of Space
& Privacy

Powerful
Relationships

Coach-Coach

Coach-Coachee

Empowering
Preparation

Relevancy

Coach-Supervisor

Time
Management

Impacting
Student
Success

215

APPENDIX E
Informed Consent Form
Consent to Participate in a Research Study
Academic Coaching in Higher Education:
Exploring the Experiences of Graduate Assistant Academic Coaches

WHY ARE YOU BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH?
You are being invited to take part in a research study about the experiences of graduate assistant
academic coaches in higher education. You are being invited to take part in this research study
because you meet the outlined criteria for participation. If you volunteer to take part in this study,
you will be one (1) of about ten (10) people to do so at the University of Memphis.
WHO IS DOING THE STUDY?
The person in charge of this study is Dustin Warren of University of Memphis Department of
Leadership. He is being guided in this research by his advisor, Dr. Donna Menke, University of
Memphis Department of Leadership – (901)678-1477.
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY?
By doing this study, we hope to gain a better understanding of what it means to be an academic
coach in higher education.
ARE THERE REASONS WHY YOU SHOULD NOT TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?
You should not take part in this study if you do not meet the following criteria:




Participants must be, or have been, graduate students at the research site
Participants must be serving, or have served, as academic coaches at the research site as
part of the requirements of their graduate assistantships
Participants must be willing to discuss their lived experiences as academic coaches at the
research site
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WHERE IS THE STUDY GOING TO TAKE PLACE AND HOW LONG WILL IT
LAST?
The research procedures will be conducted at the University of Memphis. You will need to come
to the University of Memphis, Wilder Tower, two (2) times during the study. Each of those
visits will take about one (1) to one and a half (1.5) hours. The email questionnaire will take
about thirty (30) minutes to one (1) hour to complete. The total amount of time you will be asked
to volunteer for this study is three (3) to four (4) hours within the next one (1) month.
WHAT WILL YOU BE ASKED TO DO?






Interview
o Participant will take part in one (1) individual interview involving the researcher
and the participant at the University of Memphis, Wilder Tower, at an agreed
upon date/time
o The interview will be recorded with a digital audio recording device
o The time commitment will be one (1) to one and a half (1.5) hours
Focus Group
o Participant will take part in one (1) focus group involving the other participants in
the study and the researcher at the University of Memphis, Wilder Tower, at an
agreed upon date/time
o The focus group will be recorded with a digital audio recording device
o The time commitment will be one (1) to one and a half (1.5) hours
Email Questionnaire
o Participant will receive an email questionnaire from the researcher
o Participant will provide typed responses to open-ended questions that are
developed as a follow-up to the interview and focus group
o Participant will email the responses to the researcher
o The time commitment will be thirty (30) minutes to one (1) hour

WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS?
To the best of our knowledge, the things you will be doing have no more risk of harm than you
would experience in everyday life.
WILL YOU BENEFIT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
There is no guarantee that you will get any benefit from taking part in this study. However, your
willingness to take part may, in the future, help society as a whole better understand this research
topic.
DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY?
If you decide to take part in the study, it should be because you really want to volunteer. You
will not lose any benefits or rights you would normally have if you choose not to volunteer. You
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can stop at any time during the study and still keep the benefits and rights you had before
volunteering.
IF YOU DON’T WANT TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY, ARE THERE OTHER
CHOICES?
If you do not want to be in the study, there are no other choices except not to take part in the
study.
WHAT WILL IT COST YOU TO PARTICIPATE?
There are no costs associated with taking part in the study.
WILL YOU RECEIVE ANY REWARDS FOR TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
You will not receive any rewards or payment for taking part in the study.
WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION THAT YOU GIVE?
We will make every effort to keep private all research records that identify you to the extent
allowed by law.
Your information will be combined with information from other people taking part in the study.
When we write about the study to share it with other researchers, we will write about the
combined information we have gathered. You will not be personally identified in these written
materials. We may publish the results of this study; however, we will keep your name and other
identifying information private.
We will make every effort to prevent anyone who is not on the research team from knowing that
you gave us information, or what that information is. Any information obtained from participants
will be saved on a personal computer under password protection. Only members of the research
team will have access to this secured information. Upon completion of the study, the information
will be destroyed and/or deleted.
We will keep private all research records that identify you to the extent allowed by
law. However, there are some circumstances in which we may have to show your information to
other people. For example, the law may require us to show your information to a court or to tell
authorities if you report information about a child being abused or if you pose a danger to
yourself or someone else. Also, we may be required to show information which identifies you to
people who need to be sure we have done the research correctly; these would be people from
such organizations as the University of Memphis.
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CAN YOUR TAKING PART IN THE STUDY END EARLY?
If you decide to take part in the study you still have the right to decide at any time that you no
longer want to continue. You will not be treated differently if you decide to stop taking part in
the study.
The individuals conducting the study may need to withdraw you from the study. This may occur
if you are not able to follow the directions they give you or if they find that your being in the
study is more risk than benefit to you.
WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS, SUGGESTIONS, CONCERNS, OR
COMPLAINTS?
Before you decide whether to accept this invitation to take part in the study, please ask any
questions that might come to mind now. Later, if you have questions, suggestions, concerns, or
complaints about the study, you can contact the investigator, Dustin Warren at 901-553-2553 or
his advisor, Dr. Donna Menke, at 901-678-1477. If you have any questions about your rights as
a volunteer in this research, contact the Institutional Review Board staff at the University of
Memphis at 901-678-2705. We will give you a signed copy of this consent form to take with
you.
WHAT IF NEW INFORMATION IS LEARNED DURING THE STUDY THAT MIGHT
AFFECT YOUR DECISION TO PARTICIPATE?
If the researcher learns of new information in regards to this study, and it might change your
willingness to stay in this study, the information will be provided to you. You may be asked to
sign a new informed consent form if the information is provided to you after you have joined the
study.
WHAT HAPPENS TO MY PRIVACY IF I PARTICIPATE IN A FOCUS GROUP?
Focus group participants will be informed of the importance of keeping what is said in the focus
group setting private. However, the research team cannot ensure that participants will keep what
is said private. Anonymity cannot be guaranteed in a focus group session, although participants
are encouraged to not share information outside the focus group.
WHAT HAPPENS TO MY PRIVACY IF I AM INTERVIEWED?
All responses will be separated from identifying information using pseudonyms.
WHAT ELSE DO YOU NEED TO KNOW?
The University of Memphis does not have any funds budgeted for compensation for injury,
damages, or other expenses.
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By signing below, I am affirming that I am 18 years of age or older, and agree to take part in the
study.

_________________________________________
Signature of person agreeing to take part in the study

____________
Date

_________________________________________
Printed name of person agreeing to take part in the study
_________________________________________
Name of [authorized] person obtaining informed consent
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____________
Date

APPENDIX F
IRB Approval Form

Institutional Review Board
Office of Sponsored Programs
University of Memphis
315 Admin Bldg
Memphis, TN 38152-3370
Feb 2, 2018
PI Name: Dustin Warren
Co-Investigators:
Advisor and/or Co-PI: Donna Menke
Submission Type: Initial
Title: Academic Coaching in Higher Education: Exploring the Experiences of Graduate
Assistant Academic Coaches
IRB ID : #PRO-FY2018-399
Expedited Approval: Feb 2, 2018
Expiration: Feb 2, 2019
Approval of this project is given with the following obligations:
1. This IRB approval has an expiration date, an approved renewal must be in effect to
continue the project prior to that date. If approval is not obtained, the human consent
form(s) and recruiting material(s) are no longer valid and any research activities involving
human subjects must stop.
2. When the project is finished or terminated, a completion form must be submitted.
3. No change may be made in the approved protocol without prior board approval.
Thank you,
James P. Whelan, Ph.D.
Institutional Review Board Chair
The University of Memphis.
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